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Homophobic attitudes are detrimental to the safety and well-being of gays and
lesbians. To determine how attitudes in family members of gays and lesbians are formed,
how they change, and what eff'ect having a gay or lesbian family member has on attitudes
toward homosexuality, 10 Central Minnesota parents of gays and lesbians were
interviewed. Results were related to theories of social deviance, social construction, and
cognitive dissonance. Findings indicate parents' initial attitudes were influenced by societal
institutions, parents changed their attitudes out of love for their children, and attitudes were
changed through research and membership in parent support groups. As a result of having
a gay or lesbian child many parents became active supporters of gay rights, and several
parents indicated their lives were enriched. Findings are compared to the literature and
implications for practice, policy and research are presented.
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The introduction chapter begins with a discussion on the background of the
problem, negative attitudes toward homosexuality, followed by a statement of the problem.
The introduction next discusses the signiticance of the problem and the purpose of the
study. The chapter concludes with the research questions for this study, and a brief
summary outlining the remaining chapters in the thesis.
Background of the Problem
For years gays and lesbians have struggled with self-identity issues. A great many
of them are afraid to reveal their sexual preferences, and with good reason. People thought
to be gay or lesbian are physically assaulted, murdered, fired from jobs or denied
employment, and rejected by family, friends, and peers. Some gays and lesbians are
unable to cope with the oppression forced upon them by society and therefore live in denial
of their sexuality. Others live secret lives, constantly afraid that someone will discover the
truth. Some gays and lesbians even commit suicicle as a means of escaping their fear and
shame.
Without a doubt, homophobia is alive in America. As reported in Walters and
Hayes (1998), a1992 Gallup Opinion Poll found that 57Vo of Americans do nor approve of
the homosexuality. In addition, most scientific studies of homophobia, completed on
college campuses, indicate wide-spread homophobia (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Donnelly et
a1., 1997; Kurdek, 1988). In fact, a study by D'Augelli and Rose (1990) found that30To
of college students would prefer an exclusively heterosexual student body. For many
students, even minor interactions with lesbian and gay peers can cause anxiety and
discomfort (Engstrom & Sedlacek, l ggT).
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Statement of the Problem
On and off the campus, victims of homophobia suffer from verbal harassment and
violent assaults (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990). In a 1984 study by the National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force, 1,9Vo of 2,000 gay and lesbian respondents reported being physically
assaulted because of their sexual orientation (Walter & Hayes, 1998). Another study by
D'Augelli (as cited in Engstrom & Sedlacek, 1997), found thar one half of gay and lesbian
students surveyed were concerned for their personal safety.
Males in late adolescence and early adulthood commit the vast majority of gay
related hate crimes (Patel et al., 1995; Van de Ven, 1994). However, it is under-sighted to
blame the problem of hate crimes against gays and lesbians solely on aggressive young
men. Society and the individual perpetrators share equal responsibility for these acts.
According to Patel et al. (1995) "permission [to act out violently against gays] may be
covertly legitimized in major societal institutions" (p. 363).
Even in cases where homophobia is not overtly expressed, its presence significantly
impacts the lives of gays and lesbians. When gays and lesbians disclose their sexual
orientation to family members, a family crisis often ensues (Bernstein, 1990: Greenfield,
1992). Parents mourn the death of the child they thought they had, ofren feeling shocked
and confused (Ben-Ari, 1995, Bernstein, 1990; Robinson, Walters & Skeen, 19Bg). They
can become consumed with shame, and preoccupied with guilt. As a result, their gay and
lesbian children feel rejected by their families. Because of the homophobia present in
individuals, families, and in society as a whole, numerous gays and lesbians choose not to
acknowledge their affectional preferences (Simoni, 1996). Their lives are not validated,
and many struggle to maintain a healthy self-esteem (Simoni, 1996).
The alienation and discrimination felt by lesbians and gays can have even more
devastating consequences. According to Gibson (as cited in D'Augelli & Rose, 1990),
approximately 3OTo of teen suicides are the result of gay and lesbian youth unable to cope
with the pressure of being gay in an heterosexist society. Unfortunately, gay and lesbian
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young people have a two to tlree times greater risk of committing suicide in comparison to
their heterosexual peers.
Significance of Attitudes Toward Homosexuality and Purpose of the Research
In an attempt to understand homophobia and decrease its negative effects, many
researchers are studying attitudes toward homosexuality. However, the majority of such
studies are quantitative and are done with college students. In addition, despite evidence
that social relationships with gay and lesbian individuals have a significant and positive
impact on attitudes of homosexuality, there have been few studies focusing on the
relevance of such relationships. Thus, this study attempts to better understand the variables
contributing to attitudes toward homosexuality and the impact of personal relationships on
these attitudes. It does this by utilizing a qualitative research design with heterosexual
respondents that have a Iesbian or gay family member.
Research Ouestions
The research questions posed in this study are as follows:
1) How are attitudes of homosexuality formed in heterosexual family members of gay
men and lesbian women?
2) What factors facilitate changes in family members' attitudes of gays and lesbians?
3) What effect does having a gay or lesbian family member have on a heterosexuals'
attitudes toward homosexuality?
Summary
This chapter presented the background of the problem, the statement of the
problem, the significance of attitudes toward homosexuality, and the purpose of the
research. In the next two chapters the literature review and theoretical framework for the
study are discussed. Chapter four details the methodology of the study, and chapter five
presents an analysis of the study's findings. The thesis concludes with chapter six, a





This chapter begins with an exploration of various definitions of homophobia. It
then briefly discusses the history of research on attitudes of homosexuality. Next, in the
primary portion of the literature review, there is a synapses of the relevant literature on
heterosexuals' attitudes toward gays and lesbians. Common themes in this section include
gender, social relationships with gays and lesbians, personal demographics, and personal
characteristics. Following this, current research on family members of gays and lesbians
attitudes of homosexuality is presented. The literature review concludes with a section on
gaps and limitations.
Definitions of Homophobia and Related Concepts
The term homophobia is believed to have been created, or at least popularized, by
Weinberg in 1973 (Proulx, 1997). Its original definition is the "the dread of being in close
quarters with homosexuals" (Pagtolun-An & Clair, 1986, p. 122; Proulx, 1997,, p.48).
Since 1973, the detinition has been expanded, modified, and changed by numerous
authors. One definition of homophobia retains Wienberg's beginning but adds, "as well as
irrational fear, hatred, and intolerance by heterosexual individuals of homosexual men and
women" (Wright, Adams & Bernat, 1999, p.227). Other definitions generahze to all
unspecified negative attitudes and actions toward gays and lesbians (Pain & Disney, 1995).
Finally, some definitions explicitly include cultural aspects of homophobia by defining it as
individual, societal, or institutional prejudice against homosexuals (Herek, 1988; Walters &
Hayes 1998).
Several authors utilize the term homophobia only to indicate a fear of gays and
lesbians. They use the word heteronegativism to refer to all negative responses toward
homosexuals (Pagtolun-An & Clair, 1986; Patel, Long, McCammon & Wuensch, 1995).
Thus, homophobia is just one component of heteronegativism. Another concept related to
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homophobia is heterosexism. Heterosexism is the belief that the only natural, true, and
proper sexual orientation is heterosexuality (Simoni, 1996).
In this paper, the term homophobia is used to indicate all negative attitudes and
actions directed toward homosexuals. It is also important to note that the findings
discussed in this paper compare moderate and high levels of homophobia to low levels of
homophobia. In reality, everyone is homophobic to some extent, including self-identified
gays and lesbians (Walters & Hayes, 1998).
History of Research on Attitudes of Homosexuality
Historical and anthropological studies prove that homosexuality has always existed
(Walters & Hayes, 1998). Corresponding negative attitudes have been documented as
early as the 17th century in essays written by Jeremy Bentham (Pain & Disney, 1995).
Berliner (as cited in Kunkel & Temple, 1992) notes that in many past and present socieries,
the origins of homophobia have been based on religious dogma.
After gay and lesbian students made their sexual orientations known on college
campuses in the 1970s, studies of homophobia began to appear in professional journals
(Eliason, 1997). Between 1967 and 1983, the quantity of literature addressing attitudes
toward homosexuals increased significantly (Simon, 1995). According to Congor (as cited
in Johnson, Brems, & Alford-Keating, 1997), this increase was, in part, the result of a
statement made by the American Psychological Association (APA) in 1975 declaring
homosexuality neither a mental illness nor a defective personality trait.
The quantity of research on attitudes towards homosexuality again increased
following the 1983 revision of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSMIIIR). prior to
this revision, homosexuality was included as a diagnostic category. As a result of the
revision, researchers changed their focus from modifying the behavior of gays and
lesbians, to studying homophobia in heterosexuals (Pain & Disney, 1995). Also affecting
research and attitudes towards gay people in the middle of the 80s was the AIDS epidemic
(Donnelly et al., 1997; Herek, 1988; Pratte, 1993). Fear of the disease, lack of knowledge
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on how it was spread, and the belief that it was a gay disease contributed to homophobia
(Kunkel & Temple, 1992; Schellenberg et al., 1999; Waldner, Sikka & Baig, 1999).
Since the AIDS epidemic, violent crimes against gays men lesbians have been on
the rise. Many authors publishing research in the late 80s and throughout the 90s cite the
increase in reported hate crimes as their primary reason for conducting research (Donnelly,
Donnelly, Kittleson, Fogarty, Procaccino & Duncan, 1997; Herek, 1988; Patel et al.,
1995; Schellenberg et al., Ig99; Van de Ven, 1994). Other projects have been initiated to
Iind ways to improve campus climates for lesbian and gay students (D'Augelli & Rose,
1990; Engstrom & Sedlacek, 1997; Simoni, 1996; Walters & Hayes, 1998). Many recent
studies explore differences in heterosexuals' attitudes toward gay men versus their attitudes
toward lesbians (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Herek, 1988; LaMar & Kite, 1998; Louderback
& Whitley, 1997; Patel et al., 1995; Proulx, 1997; Schellenberg, Hirt & Sears, 1999;
Simoni, 1996; Whitley, 1988). Current research trends include the incorporation of
bisexual and transgender persons in research questions (Cotten-Huston & Waite, 2000;
Eliason, 1991; Van de Ven, 1,994), and supplementing surveys and assessment scales with
classroom interventions (Cotten-Huston & Waite, 2000) and interviews (Proulx, Iggi).
Despite the problematic nature of homophobia, the literature indicates that there is
reason to be hopeful that attitudes toward gays and lesbians will improve. Many college
students are outraged at the thought of any student, f&!, lesbian, or other, being physically
attacked (LaMar & Kite, 1998). In addition, though homophobic, mosr studenrs do not
report intense negative feelings against gays and lesbians (LaMar & Kite, 1998). Finally, a
comparative analysis completed by Pratte (1993) showed that attitudes toward lesbians and
gay men were significantly more positive in 1991 as compared to 1986.
Attitudes of Homosexuality
Gender
Anxiety, discomfort, and more pervasive forms of homophobia are more evident in
men than in women (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Donnelly et al,, l9g7; Herek, l9B8; Kunkel
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& Temple, 1992; Kurdek, 1988; Pagtolun-An & Clair, 1986; Prarte, 1993; Simoni, 1996;
Van de Ven, 1994; Waldner et a1., 1999). Men are more likely than women to respond
negatively to lesbians and gay men in their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Johnson et
al., 1997; Wright et al., 1999). Men make and hear more derogatory comments regarding
homosexuality (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990). In addition, more men than women believe that
homosexuality is a choice. Women, on the other hand, are more likely to subscribe to a
genetic explanation of homosexuality (Johnson et al., lgg7).
There are exceptions to findings that men are always more homophobic than
women. A study done by Proulx (1997) showed that women have slightly greater negative
attitudes toward homosexuality than do men. Other studies have shown that men are more
homophobic than women in most areas, but not all. Examples of these areas are negative
stereotypes (LaMar &. Kite, 1988) and fear of sexual advances (Whitley, lgBB).
In general, negative attitudes toward gay men are stronger than negative attitudes
toward lesbians (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Simoni, L996). Studies done on hererosexual
males show significantly more negative feelings about male homosexuality than female
homosexuality (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Herek, 1988; Louderback et al., 1997;
Schellenberg et al., 1999). When compared to heterosexual women, heterosexual men
view gay men more harshly (LaMar & Kite, 1998; Schellenberg er al., lg99;Whitley,
1988). Because of this, gay men have a greater risk of being assaulted (Patel et al., 1995).
The most prominent explanation for the fact that men are more homophobic than
women is that men assign greater value to traditional gender roles (Kurdek, 1988; LaMar &
Kite, 1998; Louderback & Whitley, lggT Parel et a1., 1995; Whitley, 1988). In facr, in a
study where the value of traditional gender roles was kept constant, gender differences in
homophobia were non-existent (Kurdek, 1988). Gender role conformity also explains
why gay men receive the brunt of homophobia. Women's genderroles are more versatile
than men's, and men's genderroles are more valued than women's (LaMar & Kite, 1998;
Simoni, 1996). In Brazil, where gender roles for women are more strict than for men,
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women were found to have greater negative responses to lesbians than to gay men. Men's
attitudes toward gay men did not differ from their attitudes toward lesbians (Proulx, 1997).
A final explanation for the fact that men's attitudes toward lesbians are more
positive than their attitudes toward gay men is the fact that lesbianism is erotic for many
heterosexual men (LaMar & Kite, 1998; Louderback et al., 1997). Louderback et al.
(1997) tested this theory and found that same-gender sexual activity in females had an
erotic value for men. In contrast, men did not place any erotic value on sexual activity
between two men, and women did not place erotic value on any same-gender sexual
activity. When researchers controlled for erotic value to lesbianism, men's attitudes toward
lesbians did not differ from their attitudes toward gay men (Louderback et al.. 1gg7).
However, not all research agrees that erotic views of lesbians account for men's increase in
homophobia toward gay men as opposed to their attitudes toward lesbians (Whitely, 1g8B).
Social Relationships with GAys and Lesbians
Another factor contributing to attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women is the
amount of personal contact respondents have with gays and lesbian individuals.
Heterosexual persons that have gay friends or acquaintances respond more positively to
gays and lesbians (Cotten-Huston & Waite, 2000; D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Pagtolun-An
& Clair, 1986; Proulx, 1997; Simon, 1995; Simoni, 1996). The greater the intensity and
longevity of personal relationships, the more positive and long-lasting the positive attitudes
(Proulx, L997; Simoni, 1995). Additionally, the existence of positive social relationships
with gays and lesbians increases heterosexuals' empathy for gay people (D'Augelli &
Rose, 1990) and decreases their beliefs in negative stereotypes (Pagtolun-An & Clair,
1986). Brief exposure to gay lifestyles, such as a classroom presentation by a panel of
lesbian and gay individuals or a video on gay rights, is ineffective in altering homophobic
attitudes among students (Cotten-Huston & Waite, 2000). Of course, for interactions to
have a positive effect, the interactions themselves must be positive (Herek, 1g88).
Fortunately, most college students rate their contact rvith lesbian and gay individuals as
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positive (Simon, 1995; Simoni, 1996). Unfortunately, the majority of heterosexuals are
not aware of having significant contact with gays or lesbians (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990;
Simon, 1995; Simoni, 1996). This is especially true for men (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990).
Demosranhics
Religious beliefs play a part in the amount of homophobia a person experiences.
Members of liberal religious denominations and those without strong religious beliefs have
the least amount of homophobia (Herek, 1988). In contrast, those who follow strict
religious doctrines and attend church services regularly have more intense negative feelings
about gays and lesbians (Cotten-Huston & Waite,2000; Herek, 1988; Kunkel & Temple,
1992). Specifically, highly religious people are more homophobic and are less likely to
endorse human rights for gay people (Johnson et al., lggT).
Most studies also show that age is negatively correlated with homophobia (Johnson
et al., 1997; Kurdek, 1988; Simoni, 1996). High school students in particular score higher
on homophobia scales compared to undergraduate students (Van de Ven, I994). For
college students, men's and women's attitudes towards gays and lesbians improve with
their year in school (Schellenberg et a1., 1999). For example, seniors are less homophobic
than freshman. When looking at areas of study, art majors are more tolerant of gay men
than are social science majors (Schellenberg et al., 1999). Social science majors, in turn,
are more tolerant than business or science majors. Unlike attitudes toward gay men,
attitudes toward lesbians do not vary based on curriculum (Schellenberg et al., 1999).
Lastly, students with lower grades tend to be more homophobic (Kurdek, 1988).
In many ways, a person's family background affects their level of homophobia.
People with stronger anti-gay attitudes are more likely to have never been married (Kunkel
& Temple, 1992), be less educated (Simoni, 1996), and live in a rural area (Pratte, 1993).
Many less-tolerant individuals also have conservative and under-educated parents
(D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Simoni, 1996).
10
There is no consensus on how ethnicity relates to hornophobia. Waldner et al.
(1999) determined that African Americans are more homophobic than Caucasians.
However, Simoni (1996) did not find any comelation between ethnicity and attitudes
toward gays.
Personalities
Individuals that respond positively to lesbians and gay men have a greater capacity
to empathize with others (Johnson et a1., 1997). They are also more likely to direct their
anger and frustrations inward instead of at others (Johnson et al. , 1997). In addition,
people with less homophobia individualize solutions to moral dilemmas. They do not
automatically follow social rules and regulations (Kurdek, 1988). Persons with the
greatest acceptance of lesbians have strong feminist beliefs (Simon, 1995).
Homophobic persons generally have low self-esteem (Simoni, 1996). They
attempt to increase their feelings of inferiority by criticizing others (Simoni, 1996). In
relation to Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI) scores, heterosexual
males with the greatest amount of homophobia tend to view thernselves as masculine, have
social adjustment problems, and have low frustration tolerance. These men are also more
likely to have difficulty controlling their impulses (Patel et al., 1995). In addition,
homophobic persons tend to cope with problems by isolating from others and utilizing
mechanisms of denial (Johnson et al., 1997). They look outside of themselves for the
cause of personal problems. Lastly, one study found that homophobic persons have one of
two distinct, yet equally significant, characteristics. "For some people homophobia may be
rooted in a set of rigid beliefs and deep-seated negative feelings about human sexuality,
whereas for others, a personality trend toward prejudice might best explain why they are
homophobic" (Ficarrotto, 1990, p. 115).
u
Family Members of Gay.f and Lesbians Attitudes of Homosexualit),
Srudies qn Family Members' Attitudes
To date, research on family members' attitudes of homosexuality is relatively
scarce. Existing studies focus on the experiences of parents of gays and lesbians (Allen,
1999; Ben-Ari, 1995; Bernstein, 1990; Cramer & Roach, 1988; Greenfield, 199l:Holtzen
& Agresti, 1990; Johnson,1992; Robinson et al., 1989). One exceprion to this is a
dissertation study done by Holtzen (1993) in which the attitudes of parents and siblings of
gays and lesbians were studied.
Most studies on parents' attitudes utilize members of the national organization,
Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) (Allen, 1999; Ben-Ari, l9g5; Holtzen
& Agresti, 1990; Johnson, 1992; Robinson et al., 1989). To also reach parents that were
not PFLAG members, many studies used snowball sampling methods either through
PFLAG parents (Allen, 1999) or through gay and lesbian individuals (Holtzen & Agresti,
1990; Johnson, Lgg1; Robinson et al., 1989). Diversification of sample population has
also been attempted by using not only PFLAG members, but members of a similar group,
National Federation of Parents and Friends of Gays (PFOG) (Robinson er al., lg3g). In
addition, some studies have incorporated gays and lesbians' perceptions of their parents'
attitudes (Cramer & Roach, 1988; Greenfield, 1992). A final study researched primarily
parents of gays and lesbians participating in individual and family therapy (Bernstein,
1990).
Finding parents of gays and lesbians willing to discuss their attitudes and
experiences can be difficult (Allen, 1999; Greenfield, 1992). PFLAG members are easy to
locate, and they tend to be more willing to talk about their feelings and beliefs about
homosexuality (Holtzen & Agresti, 1990). PFLAG members also rend ro be more
accepting of their gay and lesbian children, which can skew study results and make them
less generalizable to the greater population of parents of gays and lesbians (Ben-Ari, 1995;
Holtzen & Agresti, 1990; Robinson et al., l9g9).
Augsburg College Library
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Not only are PFLAG parents studied more frequently than non-PFLAG members,
some authors note that significantly more mothers than fathers of gays and lesbians
participate in studies (Holtzen & Agresti, 1990; Robinson et al., 1989). This may be due
to the fact that mothers are also more likely to participate in support groups (Robinson et
al., 1989). In addition, parents of gay sons are often over-represented in relevant studies.
In .one study of parents of gays and lesbians, TOVo of the respondents were parents of a gay
son (Robinson et al., 1989), and in another study, 60Vo of respondents had gay sons as
opposed to lesbian daughters (Holtzen & Agresti, lgg0).
Patents' Education
Prior to leaming their children's sexual orientation, many parents of gays and
lesbians know very little about homosexuality (Bernstein, 1990). Parents often assume
that if they ask their gay or lesbian children questions it will imply they do nor accepr their
sexual orientation. And, believing society's message that homosexuality is a sickness and
is morally wrong, many parents are afraid to seek help from family members, friends, or
religious leaders (Bernstein, 1990). As a result, parents often resort to self-education
(Allen, 1999). Frequently, parents read about homosexuality, gay and lesbian issues, and
parents' roles in gay children's lives (Allen, 1999). The most relevant and helpful
information is available in books parents of gays and lesbians write for other parents of
gays and lesbians (Bernstein, 1990).
PFLAG is a primary modality for parent education. At PFLAG meetings parenrs
receive information on gays and lesbians, and educate other parents (Allen, 1999). Much
of this education is done by exchanging books and other relevant literature. PFLAG also
offers parents a group of people with whom to discuss their feelings and beliefs about
homosexuality, as well as a safe place to disclose the fact that they have a gay child (Allen,
1999). Participation in PFLAG and other parent support groups is viewed by both parenrs
and their children as a catalyst to acceptance (Ben-Ari, 1995). Indeed, parents' ideas for
helping other parents of gay and lesbian children include attending a parents' support
13
group, reading and learning about homosexuality, and conversing with their child and other
gay and lesbian individuals (Bernstein, 1990).
Grief and Loss
According to researchers and authors of popular literature, finding out that a chitd is
gay creates a family crisis (Bernstein, 1990; Greenfield, 1992). Parents' first reaction is
often shock (Ben-Ari, 1995). Other initial feelings include regret, confusion, or denial
(Robinson et al., 1989). In addition, many studies indicate that most parents proceed
through the usual stages of grief; shock, denial, guilt, anger, and acceptance (Ben-Ari,
1995; Greentield, 1992; Robinson et al., 1989). However, grief stages for parents of
lesbians and gays may be more accurately described by a variation offered by Sauerman in
1984. Here grief starts with shock, denial, and guilt, and then moves on to expression of
feelings, personal decision making, and finally, true acceptance (Greenfield, lg92;
Robinson et al., 1989). During the expression of feelings stage parents ask questions,
express their negative emotions, and begin negotiating with their child (Greenfield, 1992).
ln the personal decision making stage parents retreat, gather information about
homosexuality, and consider their options. It is at this stage that parents begin to
experience an attitude change. In the final stage, true acceptance, parents do not simply
accept the fact that their child is gay or lesbian, instead, understanding that homophobia is
inherent in society, they work to make widespread changes for their children and for other
gay and lesbian individuals (Greenfield, IggZ).
The fact that parents of lesbians and gays progress through stages of bereavement is
understandable considering that many equate the experience to mourning the death of their
child (Robinson et al., 1989). These parents mourn the loss of the child they thought they
had, and their image of who their child would become (Ben-Ari, l9g5; Bernstein, l9g0).
For many, it is the idea that their child will not have a traditional family life (Bernstein,
1990) and will not produce grandchildren for them that is especially upsetring (Allen, 1999;
Bernstein, 1990). Despite this, a study by Robinson et al. (1989) showed thatgTVo of
t4
parents had made it through the early stages of grief and had come to a place of acceptance.
ln fact, in the long run, many parents are able to proclaim that having a gay or lesbian child
has enriched their lives (Allen, 1999).
Time
The process of accepting the reality that a child is gay or lesbian takes time
(Bernstein, 1990; Cramer & Roach 1988). Not only are parents less homophobic over
time (Allen, 1999; Greenfield, 1992; Holtzen & Agresti, 1990), they also experience
increasingly better parent-child conlmunications (Greenfield, 1992). Many parents who
have reached a place of true acceptance indicate their current relationship with their child is
better than it was prior to finding out that he or she was gay (Cramer & Roach, 1988). The
amount of time necessary for parents to reach this state varies with each individual (Ben-
Ari, 1 995; Bernstein, 1990).
Causalitv
-
A significant issue for parents is the hope that their child can change and become
heterosexual. The likelihood a parent will believe homosexuality is controllable is inversely
proportional to the amount of time since he or she learned their child is gay or lesbian
(Greentield, 1992). Early on, many parents believe homosexuality is a stage their child is
going through or their child's desire for a family will cause them to reconsider being gay or
lesbian (Bernstein, I 990).
A related issue for parents is the reason their child is gay or lesbian (Bemstein,
1990). There is a commonly held belief that poor parenting or dysfunctional parent-child
relationships causes homosexuality (Robinson et al., 1989). This belief greatly impacts
parents' initial reactions and their attitudes toward homosexuality. Believing that others
will view them as the cause of their child's homosexuality, many parents isolate
themselves. They distance themselves from people and groups they believe may criticize
them as parents or speak poorly of their children (Bernstein, 1990).
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In addition, many parents initially share this view that they are the cause of their
child's homosexuality. One study, presumably of parents who had only recently found out
they have a gay or lesbian child, indicated that the majority of parents blame themselves or
the other parent for their child's homosexuality, and attribute their child's sexual orientation
to psychological factors (Bernstein, 1990). Due to the isolation and self-blame, many
parents experience a temporary decrease in their self-esteem (Bernstein, 1990; Holtzen &
Agresti, 1990). However, with time and acceptance, parents' beliefs as to the causes of
homosexuality are changed and their self-esteem reestablished. As shown in a study
primarily of parents in support groups, most parents of gays and lesbians come to believe
their child was born gay (Robinson et a1., 1989).
Parents' C0ncerns
Regardless of their beliefs on the causes of homosexuality, most parents of gays
and lesbians worry about their children. Many parents are concerned their gay child will
have increased difficulties as a result of negative social attitudes (Ben-Ari, 1995). Some
parents fear their child will be discriminated against in areas such as employment and
housing (Bernstein, 1990). Other parents express the belief that their child will become
isolated from society and live a lonely life (Bernstein, 1990). Additionally, many parenrs
admit being preoccupied with the thought of their child becoming the victim of a violent
hate crime (Bernstein, 1990).
Another primary concern for parents is the fear that their child will acquire the HIV
virus and get AIDS (Allen, 1999; Bernstein, 1990; Robinson et al., 1989). In facr, AIDS
is the number one fear for parents of gay sons (Bernstein, 1990). Parents cope with this
fear by either openly talking to their son about protection, or by trying not to think about
the possibility of their son getting AIDS (Bernstein, 1990). Although AIDS is a signiticant
concern for parents, it does not appear to influence their overall views of homosexuality
(Robinson et al., 1989).
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Gender Differences
The limited information available suggests that parents of gay sons are more
accepting than parents of lesbian daughters (Ben-Ari, 1995). This could be due, in part, ro
the belief that gay men are more likely than lesbian women to be born gay (Robinson et a1.,
1989). In contrast, girls are believed to be vulnerable to the influence of others (Robinson
et al., 1989).
As for parents, both gays' and lesbians' perceptions of parents (Cramer & Roach,
1988), and parents attitudes themselves, indicate that mothers are generally more accepting
of gay and lesbian children than are fathers (Ben-Ari, 1995). In addition, mothers, at least
in the first several years, ile more likely than fathers to experience a change in attitudes
(Greenfield, 1992). Although mothers are more accepting than fathers, mothers of gay
sons are more accepting than mothers of lesbian daughters (Ben-Ari, 1995). In the words
of one author, "particularly for mothers of gay sons, there was a unique bond that was not
evident in the descriptions that those mothers had of their other children, nor between
mothers and lesbian daughters" (Allen, lggg, p. 78).
Other Factors
There is no correlation between the age of parents of gays and lesbians and their
level of homophobia (Holtzen & Agresti, 1990). Likewise, the amount of parent-child
contact does not appear to affect parents' level of homophobia (Holtzen & Agresti, 1990).
In contrast, homophobia does appear to be positively correlated with authoritarian values,
and negatively correlated with the amount of social contact with gay and lesbian individuals
(Johnson,1992). There is also a positive correlation between parents' homophobia and
traditional gender role stereotyping, as well as between parents' homophobia and their level
of devotion to an orthodox religious doctrine (Holtzen , lggS; Johnso n, 1992). Finally,
liberal parents, as opposed to conservative parents, are more likely to view their gay and
lesbian children positively (Allen, 1999).
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Limitations.An-d Gaps in the Literature
Contradictions in the literature may result from the lack of operational definitions of
homophobia and a failure to clearly differentiate between homophobia, heteronegativism,
and heterosexism (Pagtolun-An & Clair, 1986). Closely related ro this problem is rhe
availability and usage of many independent scales to test attitudes toward gays and
lesbians. Several authors used a version of Hudson and Ricketts' Index to Homophobia
scale (Pagtolun-An & Clair, 1986; Proulx, 1997;Waldner er al., 1999;Whitley, lgBB).
Other authors tested homophobia levels with the Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men
scale (ATLGM) (D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Herek, 1988; Simon, 1995; Simoni, 1996).
This scale was completed in its entirety or broken up and utilized to test only attitudes
toward gay men (ATGM) or only attitudes toward lesbians (ATL). A third scale commonly
utilized was the IAH or Index of Attitudes Toward Homophobia (Cotten-Huston et al.,
2000; Patel, 1995). Several other scales were used by various authors, and most
researchers used more than one scale simultaneously, or supplemented validated scales
with their own questions.
Another limitation is the fact thaf much of the research on attitudes toward lesbians
and gay men has been done with college students. There is limited information available on
the attitudes of middle-aged and older adults who are not students, young adults not
attending college, or on adolescents. In addition, results of studies on male college
students are frequently generalized to male high school students (Van de Ven, 1994), and
to the population in general. More studies on non-college students would significantly add
to the literature.
Another gap has been created by the almost exclusive use of surveys and written
scales to test the general population's attitudes toward lesbians and gay men. One
exception to this was a study done by Proulx in 1997 where interviews were incorporated
into the research design. While some studies of family members of gays and lesbians often
use a qualitative ot mixed methodology, published studies of this type are rare.
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This study addresses the gap created by the lack qualitative studies available on
family members' attitudes. It does this by providing information that is rich and in-depth
on attitudes of homosexuality. Results from this literature review indicate that utili zing a
less rigid research methodology could further identify and clarify simrlarities and
differences in people with varying attitudes on gays and lesbians. In addition, interviews
could bring about an awareness of effects on attitude development toward homosexuality
that have not yet been considered.
Summary
In this chapter the terms homophobia, homonegativism and heterosexism were
defined. The history of research on attitudes toward homosexuality was addressed.
Significant research was identified and compared. Referenced research included studies on
attitudes of homosexuality in the general population, as well as attitudes of homosexuality
in family members of gays and lesbians. The chapter concluded with a discussion of the
gaps and limitations present in the current literature. The next chapter is the theoretical





The theoretical framework utilized for this research project includes social deviance
theory, social construction theory, and cognitive dissonance theory. Social deviance theory
and social construction theory explore the impact of societal norrns on people's attitudes.
Specifically, social deviance theory suggests that a behavior is only considered deviant
when a significant segment of society defines it as deviant (Bell, 1971). Social
construction theory takes social deviance theory one step further, suggesting that labels,
such as homosexuality, ile arbitrary classifications created by society for the purpose of
categorizing people (Ore, 2000).
While social deviance theory and social construction theory explain why many
people are homophobic, cognitive dissonance theory explains how attitudes are formed,
and how they are changed. In fact, cognitive dissonance theory is one of the most well-
known and researched theories on attitudes (Harmon-Jones & Mills, l99g). Cognitive
dissonance theory explores the relationship between peoples' thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors. The focus of cognitive dissonance theory is the internal conflicts within
individuals.
Social Deviance Theory
The sociological concept of deviance is defined as a behavior that is in violation of a
social nofin (Bell, 1971). Norms dictate the acceptable range of human behaviors, and
standardize our actions (Clinard,l9l4). Blake and Kingsley Davis (as cited in Clinard,
t974) def,rne a norm as "any standard rule that states what human beings should or should
not think, say or do under given circumstances" (p. 5) An individual is considered to be
deviant if his or her actions exceed the acceptable limits of a social norm (Bell, Lgl l).
However, only some anomalous behaviors are considered to be truly deviant. Social
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deviance theory holds that for a behavior to tre construed as deviant, society needs to react
to it (Gonsiorek, 1982).
Deviant actions are not in and of themselves right or wrong, moral or immoral.
Rather, they are detined as deviant by society (Clinard, 1974). Individuals who perform
socially defined deviant behaviors are labeled as outsiders and are socially ostrac rzed
(Liazos, 1912). Rubington and Weinberg (as cited in Liazos, 1972) note that "for deviance
to become a social fact, somebody must perceive an act, person, situation, or event as a
departure from social norms, must categorize that perception, must report the perception to
others, must get them to accept this definition of the situation, and must obtain a response
that confirms this definition" (p. I 10).
Groups within a society define deviance. These same societal groups create the
rules whose infractions connote deviant behavior (Clinard, 1974; Liazos, 1972). More
often than not, those who create societal norms and define deviant behaviors are people in
positions of power (Bell, I97l;Liazos, 1972). Labeling groups of people as deviant
reinforces institutionalized systems of power, class, and oppression. Thus, definitions of
social deviance fluctuate "according to what groups of power in a society wish to make
rules about" (Clinard, 1974, p. 15). Because of this, what is considered appropriate and
inappropriate behavior shifts over time, and varies from one culture to another (Bell, l91l;
Clinard, 197 4).
Deviants are portrayed as threats to society, and society reacts to deviance with fear,
anxiety, disgust, or revulsion (Dintlz, 1969). In response to the threat, social control
mechanisms are employed to minimize deviant behavior (Dinitz, 1969). One primary
mechanism of social control is social stigmatization. Individuals labeled as deviant are
negatively stigmatized. They are believed by society to be a reprehensible or unacceptable
people (Dinitz, 1969). Social stigma shifts the focus of the norrn violation from the
behavior, to the person (Dinitz, 1969). As a result of being stigmatized, a person is
reduced to the one aspect of their life that is considered to be deviant (Gonsiorek, I gS2).
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Social Cpnstruction Theory
Social construction theory reminds us that socialization is needed in order for us to
understand concepts such as race, gender, and sexual orientation (Ore, 2000). Our
definitions of self and others are dependent on the culture we live in and our social status
within that culture. It is through our social interactions that social values are learned and
internalized (Ore, 2000).
Like race and gender, the concepts of heterosexuality and homosexuality were
created. The idea that there are two distinct forms of sexual orientation dates back to the
late 19th century (Kat2,2000). Heterosexuality and homosexuality were terms first used in
the United States by Doctor James Kiernan in 1892. Kiernan used the term heterosexual to
refer to a human hermaphrodite who was sexually attracted to both sexes (Kat2,2000).
And, in Kiernan's vocabulary, a homosexual was a person with gender identity issues.
They were individuals "whose general mental state [was] that of the opposite sex" (Katz,
2000, p. 141).
In the same year as Kiernan's publication, a book by a German doctor, Kraft-
Ebbing, was translated into English and distributed in the United States. Kraft-Ebbing also
used the terms homosexual and heterosexual. However, his definitions differed
significantly from Kiernan's (Katz, 2000). Kraft-Ebbing believed a heterosexual was a
person with erotic feelings for someone of the opposite sex, and a homosexual was a
person with erotic feelings for someone of the same sax (Katz, 2000). Within a short
amount of time doctors in the western world concurred with Kraft-Ebbing, successfully
normalizing heterosexuality and creating a new categorization of people based on sexual
orientation (Katz, 2000).
Created by western physicians, the idea that a person is either heterosexual or
homosexual remains primarily a western belief (Ross, Paulsen & Stalstrom, 1988). The
entire process of identifying someone as homosexual is confined to cultural and historical
boundaries (Kat2,2000; Ross et al., 1988). In non-western societies homosexuality has
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different meanings, and societal attitudes of homosexual behavior vary across the world.
While many western cultures reject homosexual behaviors, other cultures accept it and may
even encourage it (Ross et a1., 19BB). In fact, a study referenced in Ross et al. ( 1988)
found homosexuality documented in the almost every culture, but only 30?o of the cultures
studied stigmatized homosexuality, Thus, what is considered normal and natural behavior
changes (Katz, 2000), and the existence of a sexual orientation classification system is
restricted by both chronology and culture.
The inaccuracy of a classification system based on sexual orientation was reinforced
by human sexuality studies done by Alfred Kinsey and his associates in the late 1940s and
early 1950s. The Kinsey studies found that not only is homosexuality neither uncommon
nor statistically abnormal, but that levels of same-sex attraction exist on a continuum (Katz,
2000; Ross et al., 1988). Furthermore, many people studied had a varying mixture of both
same-sex and opposite-sex sexual experiences (Katz, 2000). Ultimately, Kinsey
proclaimed that homosexual and heterosexual distinctions were both erroneous and
oppressive (Katz, 2000).
Defining a person as heterosexual or homosexual is often misleading as
homosexual persons can have sexual relations with individuals of the opposite-sex, and
heterosexual persons can have sexual relations with individuals of the same-sex (Ross et al,
1988). In addition, according to Klein (as cited in Ore,2000), sexuality includes not only
behaviors, but physical attractions, emotional attractions, social attractions, and fantasies.
Because of this, only people who have identified themselves as gay or lesbian are
considered by society to be homosexual (Ross et al., 1988).
The need to identify oneself as gay or lesbian is restricted to cultures that stigmatrze
and reject homosexuality (Ross et al., 1988). In fact, the entire heterosexual, homosexual
classification system is based on a system of inequality, suggesting that heterosexuals are
normal and privileged, while homosexuals are not (Ore, 2000). The belief that sexual
orientation is fact, and the attitude that homosexuality is deviant, has created a homophobic
norrn in American society (Pharr, 2000). This discriminatory system is justified by moral
and religious proclamations, and enforced by social institutions (Ore, 2000).
One of the social institutions used to encourage homophobic attitudes is the mass
media. The mass media facilitates the internalization of social constructs by perpetuating
myths, and displaying images that reflect societal norms (Ore, 2000). The mass media has
masked the existence of homosexuality, and distorted the lives of gays and lesbians. It has
done this through limited exposure of gay and lesbian topics, choosing not to report on gay
events, and by showing predominantly stereotypical portraits of gays and lesbians.
According to Nardi (2000), "by creating images of lesbians and gays as 'other' or foreign,
the media perpetuate and contribute to people's homophobia" (p. 387).
An equally powerful mechanism of socialization is the family. The American
power stmcture uses families to control the sexual behaviors of its members (Hunter,
2000). Because of this, parents in PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) are
believed to be a considerable threat to right wing conservatives. PFLAG members
welcome and support their children despite the fact that they are in violation of society's
norrns (Hunter, 2000).
Other societal institutions known to perpetuate homophobia include the church, the
government, and schools. With the rise of Christianity homosexuality was increasingly
thought of as deviant (Bell, 197l). Thus, it is not surprising that many Christian churches
spread anti-gay messages (Pharr, 2000). The church encourages homophobia by
distributing misinformation and showing sensationalized images of gays an lesbians on
religious programs (Nardi, 2000).
The government supports homophobia through discriminatory policies. Federal
and state statues do not recognize gay tamilies (Ore, 2000), and laws protecting gay and
lesbian individuals are sparse (Pharr, 2000). Schools also spread homophobia by refusing
to allow homosexuality to be discussed in classrooms, forbidding teachers to provide
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balanced information about gay and lesbian issues (Ore, 2000), and by overtly or covertly
denying teaching positions to gay and lesbian educators (Pharr, 2000).
Social norms are also reinforced by language and terminology. For example,
homophobia is encouraged when social institutions refer to gays and lesbians as different,
or imply that the complexity of gay and lesbian issues can be summarized by terms like
"alternative lifestyle" (Nadir, 2000). Similarly, Liazos (1972) notes that by suggesting
gays, lesbians, and others considered to be deviants need to be "tolerated" implies that they
are less than equal. In contrast, the terms accept and respect are less stigmatizing (Liazos,
r97 2) .
Cognitive Dissonance Theory
Cognitive dissonance theory originated in 1957 with the publication of Leon
Festinger's book, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. The theory states that conflict exists
within individuals whenever an opinion is formed, a decision is made, or an action is taken
(Festinger, 1957). This conflict, referred to as dissonance, is the result of an individual's
opposing views on a subject.-Festinger (1957) named the opposing views "cognitions."
Cognitions are elements of knowledge about oneself, one's behavior, or one's environment
(Festinger, 1957). Cognitions include a person's thoughts and feelings. They also include
opinions, beliefs, values, attitudes (Festinger, 1957), behaviors, and perceptions (Harmon-
Jones & Mills, 1999). Conflicting cognitions are said to be dissonant, while compatible
cognitions are consonant. Elements of cognition form the basis of one's reality (Festinger,
t9s7).
Resistance to change is a term used frequently in the cognitive dissonance theory.
Resistance to change is the likelihood that any particular cognition will be altered to reduce
dissonance (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999). A cognition's resistance to change is
determined by the extent to which it is consonant with other cognitions, and how vital it is
to a person's perception of reality (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999). When experiencing
I
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dissonance, the cognition with the least resistance to change is the cognition that is altered
for dissonance reduction (Brehm & Cohen, 1962).
The concept of dissonance and the psychoanalytic concept of inner conflict are
closely related (Brehm & Cohen,1962). Like inner conflict, many different situations can
create dissonance. For example, every time a person is exposed to information in
opposition to their values or beliefs, there is dissonance (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999).
And, perhaps rnost important to Festinger's original theory, dissonance occurs when
people behave in a manner contradictory to their beliefs or self-perceptions (Suedfeld,
197 t).
The dissonance a person feels varies by magnitude. The more important a belief or
thought is to a person, the greater the dissonance created by opposing thoughts and beliefs
(Festinger, 1957; Harmon-Jones & Mills, lggg). Festinger (1957) nores that the more
elements in opposition to a particular thought, feeling, or behavior, the greater the
dissonance. In addition, the extent of dissonance has a social factor. According to
Festinger (1957) "the larger the number of people that one knows already agree with a
given opinion which he holds, the less will be the magnitude of dissonance introduced by
some other person's expression of disagreement" (p. 179). Thus, to avoid dissonance,
people often surround themselves with others who share their beliefs.
As already noted, almost any decision creates some dissonance. The magnitude of
dissonance also plays a factor in decision-making. According to Festinger (1957), the
bigger the decision, the stronger the related dissonance. In addition, the harder the decision
is to make, based on the attractiveness of the choices, the greater the magnitude of
dissonance (Brehm & Cohen, 1962).
Dissonance is psychologically uncomfortable (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1g9g).
Because of the psychological discomfort, people are motivated to decrease dissonance.
The greater the amount of dissonance, the greater the pressure to reduce it (Festinger,
1957). Reduction of dissonance can be done by removing thoughts or feelings that cause
^f,r
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dissonance, or by reducing the importance of thoughts or feelings that cause dissonance.
Dissonance can also be reduced by adding thoughts or feelings in opposition to the
thoughts or feelings that create dissonance, or by increasing the importance of these
thoughts and feelings (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999). Another way dissonance can be
reduced is through social support. This is done by seeking out people who agree with
one's belief, attempting to persuade others to agree with the belief (Harmon-Jones & Mills,
1999), or by making the person who disagrees with the belief less comparable to oneself
(Festinger, 1957). Last, and most important, dissonance can be reduced by changing
one's attitude (Harmon-Jones & Mi1ls, 1999).
Often people try to prevent dissonance from occuring. The most prominent way to
do this is to avoid information that could cause dissonance (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999).
When it is not possible to avoid information that may cause dissonance, people will often
misinterpret the information, deny its validity, or attempt to forget they received it
(Festinger, 1957). Overall, the cognitive dissonance theory predicts that "individuals will
seek out information reducing dissonance and avoid information increasing it" (Suedfeld,
197 l, p. 77).
People also attempt to reduce dissonance after making decisions. They tind
evidence to support their decision, and look for ways to cognitively decrease the
attractiveness of the alternative(s) they did not choose (Suedfeld, 1971). The greater the
dissonance caused by the decision, the more important it is to maintain the belief that the
correct decision was made (Festinger, 1957).
Application of Theoretical Framework
Social deviance theory, social construction theory, and cognitive dissonance theory
combine to create an effective theoretical framework for a study on family members of gays
and lesbians attitudes of homosexuality. Social deviance theory and social construction
theory together explain why family members of gays and lesbians experience cognitive
L
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dissonance. And, cognitive dissonance theory provides a basis for understanding how
attitudes are formed and changed.
In our society, homosexuality is considered deviant, and coming to terms with the
fact that a tamily member is gay or lesbian is difficult. Even for the most understanding of
family members, there must be some dissonance, or inner conflict, connected to this issue.
One reason for this is the fact that many of the variables affecting attitudes toward
homosexuality oppose each other, causing dissonance. For example, if a family member
has been socialized by their religion to believe homosexuality is bad, but they believe their
loved one is good, there is dissonance.
According to social deviance theory and social construction theory, societal noffns
cause people to develop homophobic attitudes. It is generally easier to accept the prevailing
opinions of society than to feel cognitive dissonance. Believing that a single sexual
orientation exists for everyone, and the normal sexual orientation is heterosexuality, causes
most people to become homophobic. Sharing the views of neighbors, friends, and society
produces cognitive consonance, and is mentally comfortable.
Cognitive dissonance theory suggests a pathway by which homophobic family
members of gays and lesbians become more accepting of their kin. Positive relationships
with gays and lesbians creates dissonance with homophobic beliefs. If the dissonance is
strong enough, homophobic attitudes dissipate and more positive attitudes take their place.
For example, dissonance is created when a proud, homophobic father learns that his son is
gay. If the father's pride in his child outweighs his preset beliefs on the immorality of
homosexuality, he will develop more positive attitudes toward homosexuals, and
effectively decrease his cognitive dissonance. In addition, once a person knows that
someone they care about is gay or lesbian, they are less likely to hold on to stereotypical
beliefs, thereby overturning some of the attitudes they were taught through socialization.
Social deviance theory and social construction theory explain why homophobic
attitudes exist. Cognitive dissonance theory provides a explanation for how family
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members' attitudes of homosexuality change. By understanding how attitudes of
homosexuality are formed and changed, this study was able to identify and explore
attitudes of homosexuality in heterosexual tamily members of gay men and lesbian.
Summary
In this chapter the theoretical framework was discussed. An explanation for the
theories of social deviance, social construction, and cognitive dissonance was provided.
This was followed by a discussion on how the theoretical framework applied to the study.






This chapter describes the methodology of the research study. It begins with a
restatement of the primary research questions and a delineation of the research design. This
is followed by definitions of key concepts and terms. Next, the characteristics of the study
population are described, and the techniques utilized to locate research suhjects are
outlined. Successive areas include a discussion of measurement issues, a synopsis of data
collection practices, and a list of data analysis procedures. The chapter concludes with a
discussion on the use and protection of the study's human subjects, followed by a brief
chapter summary.
Research Questions
The research questions for this study are as follows:
I ) How are attitudes of homosexuality formed in heterosexual family members of gay
men and lesbian women?
2) What factors facilitate changes in family members' attitudes of gays and lesbians?
3) What effect does having a gay or lesbian family member have on a heterosexuals'
attitudes toward homosexuality?
Design
This research was completed to enrich the knowledge base on heterosexuals'
attitudes toward lesbians and gay men. The study utilized in-depth interviews to conduct
exploratory, qualitative research. In qualitative research, vivid descriptions and direct
quotes provide detailed answers to research questions (Patton, 1987). According to Rubin
and Babbie ( 1997), this type of research design is "especially useful for studying the subtle
nuances of attitudes" (p. 4I2). Qualitative research studies have the potential to gain a
significant depth of understanding in the area of study (Parton, l9B7; Rubin & Babbie,
1997). Qualitative research also has the advantage of flexibility. Due to the nalative style
r.
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of qualitative research, respondents' experiences are not forced to match preconceived ideas
(Patton, 1987). The interview questions posed during this study were adaptable ro the
communication styles of respondents.
A consequential limitation to this study is its lack of generalizabiliry (Parron, I987;
Rubin & Babbie, 1997). One cause for this is the effect interviewers' views and
perceptions have on observations and measurernents. Other significant limiting factors for
generalizability are the low sample size (N=10) and the inability to utilize a random sample
technique. Finally, because of face-to-face interviews, social desirability bias may have
been higher in this study in comparison to relevant studies utilizing a quantitative research
design.
Despite these limitations, a qualitative study was viewed as beneficial to this inquiry
for three reasons. First, currently there is a plethora of published studies on heterosexuals'
attitudes toward homosexuality based on quantitative designs. Second, a qualitative study
had the potential to expose not previously considered determinants of attitu{des toward gays
and lesbians. And third, a qualitative study more adequately addresses the complexity of
family members of gays and lesbians' attitudes toward homosexuality.
Definitions of Key Terms
Deflnitions were needed prior to the start of this study for all terms related to
homosexuality. These terms include homosexuality, lesbian, gay man, heterosexual, and
homophobia. Clear and consistent definitions of these terms are lacking in much of the
literature (Sell, 1997). Also defined here are the terms attitude and family member.
Homosexuality. Sell (1997) noted that many conceptual definitions of
homosexuality exclusively consider sexual behavior between two people of the same
gender. Other definitions replace behavior with psychological components, or combine
both behavior and psychological aspects. Depending on the researcher, psychological
aspects might include ideas such as sexual attraction, affectional preference, and sexual
orientation identity (Sell, l99l). Tc operationall5r define homosexuality, researchers
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typically utilize one of three scales: the Kinsey Scale, the Klein Scale, or the Shively and
DeCecco Scale (Sell, 1997).
For this study, an operational detinition of homosexuality is difficult to compose as
the units of analysis are not lesbians and gay men, but rather their family members. Thus,
it is not conceivable or possible to utilize any of these scales. For this reason, a precise
definition of homosexuality was omitted to allow for flexibility in interpretation from rhe
respondents.
Lesbian and gay man. In this study, a lesbian is a woman who identifies herself to
her family as gay or lesbian. Likewise , a Eay man is a man who identifies himself to his
family as gay. Thus, these definitions consider only men and women who have "come
out" to their families. In addition, all respondents in this study are adult family members of
adult self-identified gays and lesbians.
Heterosexual. The study explores heterosexuals' attitudes toward homosexuality.
Here heterosexual is defined as someone who either considers himself or herself to be a
heterosexual, or an individual who does not consider himself or herself to be lesbian, gay,
bisexual, or transgender.
Homonhob;ja. For the purposes of this study, the term homophobia includes all
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negative attitudes and actions directed toward homosexuals.
Attirude. Attitude can be a rather vague concept with many components. Typically,
in studying attitudes of homosexuality, operational definitions include the use of scales
such as the Index to Homophobia Scale or the Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men
Scale. As this is a qualitative study, none of these scales were used. Rather, attitude is
operationally detined in this study as a feeling, thought, opinion, reaction, or belief.
Relevant attitudes revolve around the sexual orientation of the study participants' lesbian
and gay family members, or the sexual orientation of other lesbian and gay individuals.
Family Member. The definition of family varies from culture to culture and
individual to individual. The aim of this study was to interview "close" relatives, but
t"
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family structure was not of paramount consideration. Thus, family members were
considered to be any relative that has, or had, a significant personal relationship with a
lesbian or gay individual. The intention of this study was to give primary consideration to
parents, siblings, and adult children of lesbians and gay men. However, all respondents
were parents of gays and lesbians.
Characteristics of the Study Population
The units of analysis in this study are individuals who consider themselves to be
heterosexual relatives of self-identified lesbians and gay men. Ten respondents participated
in the study. All respondents currently reside in Central Minnesota with 9 residing in the
St. Cloud metropolitan area and one living in an outlying rural area. Seven respondents
were women and 3 were men. A composite of the study population included 9 parents of
gay sons and 2 parents of lesbian daughters. Two of the parents had more than one gay or
lesbian child.
The largest city in Central Minnesota is St. Cloud. St. Cloud is located 60 miles
northwest of Minneapolis. It is easily accessible by the interstate. Connected to St. Cloud
are the cities of Waite Park, Sauk Rapids, Sartell, and St. Augusta. Together, these
cofilmunities are home to approximately 100,000 people. The population of Stearns
County, the largest county in Central Minnesota, is98Vo Caucasian (US Census Bureau).
Stearns County includes the majority of the city of St. Cloud, all of Waite Park, part of
Sartell, as well as several other cities and numerous small agricultural communities.
Obtaining a Sample of the Population
Due to the difriculty of locating family members of lesbian and gay individuals, the
researcher utilized the St. Cloud Chapter of PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and
Gays) as a primary recruitment source. This allowed for both convenience and snowball
sampling methods. The researcher initiated recruitment by making telephone conract with a
PFLAG member. A recruitment letter (Appendix C) was sent to that member upon
completion of a discussion about the study. The letter was then copied by the PFLAG
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member and sent to 16 culrent and recent PFLAG members. The letter included a phone
number where interested parties could leave their names and telephone numbers for the
researcher to contact them. Snowball sampling techniques were also used as the researcher
explained in the letter that non-PFLAG members were also desired for the study. In
addition, the researcher discussed with respondents the need for additional participants, and
distributed copies of the recruitment letter to interviewees when appropriate.
Once telephone contact was made with individuals, both the researcher and the
family member decided whether participation in the study was mutually agreeable. If it
was, a time and place for the interview was determined. Participants were told to expect
the interview to last about an hour. The researcher's preference was to conduct the
interviews in a private office at St. Cloud State University. However, alternate meeting
places were considered based on the preferences of individual participants.
A fifteen-dollar honorarium was offered to each participant. This was delivered at
the beginning of the interview process, after the participant signed the consent form. The
pulpose of the honorarium was to compensate for participant's time. It was also used as an
incentive during the recruitment process.
Measurement Issues
In qualitative research, reliable and valid results are contingent on the competency
and experience of evaluators and interviewers (Patton, 1987). Good interviewing skills
require practice, training, and discipline (Patton, 1987). Due to the qualitative design of
this study, it was difficult to test for reliability and validity. In addition, the lack of
research experience of the researcher limited the control of measurement errors. However,
Rubin and Babbie ( 1997) note that the concern for reliability and validity is ofren dismissed
because of the depth of meaning and detail obtained in qualitative studies. Even so, the risk
for measurement error in this study is hrgh, especially due to social desirability bias and the
sampling methods used.
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To help decrease random error and increase both reliability and validity, the
researcher conducted all interviews. In addition, the interview guide was reviewed for
biases and ambiguity by two people with advanced academic degrees and one of the
researcher's classmates. The interview guide was modified as a result of the feedback
obtained.
Data Collection lnstrumqptq
During the interview, general demographic information including each participant's
age, level of education, place of residence, occupation, religious affiliation, and importance
of religion in their life was obtained. The interview questions were created to determine
what family members' attitudes of homosexuality were when they learned their family
member was gay or lesbian, if their attitudes have changed, how their attitudes changed,
and if having a Eay or lesbian family member contributed to a more positive view of
homosexuality. Interview questions are enclosed in Appendix D.
The interview guide was developed by the researcher and pretested with two
heterosexual family members of gays and lesbians previously known by the researcher.
The original format was moditied as a result of the pretest. The interview guide served as
an outline, to assist the researcher in covering the same material during each interview. The
wording of questions were flexible. Follow-up and clarifying questions were asked at the
researcher's discretion. Spontaneity during the interview was permitted, allowing the
researcher or participant to cover related topics as they came up. Finally, questions were
asked in a conversational manner to reduce the anxiety of the parlicipants and illicit more
elaborate and detailed responses.
As previously noted, all interviews were conducted by the researcher. They lasted




After the interviews were transcribed, the researcher analyzed the data by
completing a content analysis. The data was categorized relative to themes and pattems
(Patton, 1987). Related patterns were located and organized into topics and files. Primary
themes included: belief that homosexuality is not a choice; self-education in regards to gay
and lesbian issues as well as causes of homosexuality; involvement in PFLAG; love for the
gay or lesbian family member; amount of exposure to gays and lesbians in personal life and
in the media; fear that the gay or lesbian individual will be harassed, discriminated against,
become a victim of a hate crime, or acquire AIDS; loss of the idea of who the gay or lesbian
family member was and who they would become (i.e. a parent); influence of societal and
environmental beliefs on personal attitudes; reacting with shock upon finding out the family
member was gay or lesbian; and feeling enriched by the experience of having a gay child.
Protection of Human Subjects
To assure protection of all human subjects, this study was approved by the
Augsburg College Institutional Review Board (IRB #2000-49-1) (Appendix A).
Participation in the study was voluntar!, and all participants were assured of
confidentialiry. Confidentiality was obtained by keeping all audio tapes, transcriptions, and
participant related research notes in a locked box. Only the researcher had access to the
box. These materials were be destroyed upon completion of the thesis. In addition, should
the study reach general publication, there will be no way to identify any of the participants
in the study.
Participation in the study was absolutely voluntary. AII participants signed a
consent form at the start of each interview. The consent forms detailed the risks and
benefits of the study. In addition, the consent forms provided participants with rhree phone
numbers for local counseling agencies. Participants were advised to call one of the
numbers if a strong emotional reaction resulted from the interview and they wanted to
process their feelings with a counselor. Participants were also told that they could stop the
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interview at any time or skip any questions they were uncomfortable answering. This
information was told to them before starting the interview, while discussing the consent
form. Participants were also given an unsigned copy of the consent form for their personal
records.
Summar,v
In this chapter the methodology of the research study was described, The chapter
began with a review of the research questions, followed by a description of the research
design. Next, there was a report of the characteristics of the study population and the
sampling methods. Measurement issues and data collection instruments were then
described. Subsequently, there was a recount of the data analysis procedures used. The
chapter ended by explaining how the protection of human subjects was accomplished. In





This chapter presents the findings of this study on parents of gays and lesbians
attitudes toward homosexuality. These findings are in response to the following three
research questions: how are attitudes of homosexuality formed in heterosexual family
members of gay men and lesbian women, what is the process of change in family
members' attitudes of gays and lesbians, and what effect does having a gay or lesbian
family member have on heterosexuals' attitudes toward homosexuality. This chapter
begins by identifying the characteristics of the study population. It follows with overviews
of common themes regarding participants' attitudes prior to knowing they had a gay or
lesbian child, and participants' responses to having a gay or lesbian child. Subsequently,
the primary themes that emerged for each of the three research question are revealed. The
chapter concludes with a brief summary.
Characteristics of the Study Population
A total of 10 participants were interviewed for this study on attitudes of
homosexuality in family members of gays and lesbians. Participants were recruited from
the St. Cloud chapter of PFLAG. Each participant was a parent of an adult gay son or an
adult lesbian daughter. Two parents had more than one gay or lesbian child. Nine
participants had gay sons and2 had lesbian daughters. Three parents were fathers, and 7
were mothers. All l0 participants were Caucasian and lived in Central Minnesota. Nine
parents lived in the St. Cloud metropolitan area, and one lived in an outlying rural area.
Participants ranged in age from their early 50s to their early 80s. The mean age was
64 years. Four participants were in the 50s, 4 were in their 60s, one was in her 70s, and
one was in her 80s. All 10 participants had received a high school diploma and some post-
secondary education. Three participants completed some type of vocational training. Four
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participants received some college education, but no degree. Two participants achieved a
master's degree and one a doctorate degree.
The participants had known they had a gay or lesbian child an average of 15 years.
The longest a participant in this study was aware their son or daughter was gay was 31
years. The shortest amount of time a participant in this study was aware they were the
parent of a lesbian or gay child was two and one half years. At the time of the interview,
only one parent had found out they had a gay child less than five years ago. In addition,
three parents knew they had a gay child for 5 to 10 years, 3 parents for 11 to 20 years, and
3 parents for over 2l years.
Half of the participants were current a members of PFLAG. Three parents were
active members, and 2 said that they were not as active as they had been in the past.
Additionally, 3 participants had been in PFLAG, but were no longer members. Finally, 2
parents indicated they had never been members of PFLAG.
In reference to religion, all 10 participants belonged to Christian church. Most
participants were Catholic, one was Lutheran and one was Methodist. Two participants
indicated they attended mass or church services every day, Three participants reported
attending mass or services at least three times a month, and 5 said they attend at least four
times a month. ln total, 6 participants verbally rated their religion as very important, 2
rated their religion as somewhat or pretty important, and 2 gave either no response or an
unquantifiable response. In responding to the question, how important is your religion to
you, 2 participants gave a concrete answer and added that their spirituality was more
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In remembering their past opinions, beliefs and attitudes, parents in this study
reported they thought homosexuality was weird, sinful, wrong, or a psychological illness.
The mother whose son had come out just two years prior to the study had classified gays
and lesbians as "a bunch of perverts" (003). A father cortmented on the belief that if a
parent allowed their child to associate with a gay man or lesbian, the child had a heightened
risk of becoming homosexual. A third parent had believed the gay rights movement was a
whimsical cause fabricated by people who wanted something to protest. However distinct
and prominent these attitudes, the most cofilmon belief, remembered by 4 parents, was that
homosexuality was a choice.
Three participants related their previous attitudes to memories revolving around gay
jokes. Two parents admitted telling gay jokes, and laughing at gay jokes. One father, on
the other hand, indicated he had never told gay jokes, had never laughed at gay jokes, and
had been uncomfortable around people matiing jokes about gays and lesbians. Despite his
discomfort, he had remained silent when in the presence of people laughing at the expense
of gay and lesbian individuals.
Even if they had found homosexuality deviant, albeit enrerraining, 3 participants
remembered being adamantly opposed to violence against gays and lesbians. One father
remembered disagreeing with the opinions of people who wanted gays shot, hung or
beaten. Another father stated his belief had been that violence, not homosexuality, was
sinful and criminal. Finally, a mother unable to make any concrete opinions about
homosexuality prior to having a gay son, knows she had never thought gays and lesbians
should be burned at the stake, or relocated to a deserted island.
Half of the participants admitted they had not known very much about
homosexuality. In addition, they did not have any reason to analyze their attitudes of
homosexuality prior to having a gay child. One mother said she did not understand it, did
not know anything about gays and lesbians, and had no reason to feel one way or another
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about them. A father said he had never pondered the concept of homosexuality, but it was
not anything that bothered him either. With a greater sense of wonderment, a third parent
remembered that she was not sure what it meant, was not sure what to think, and did not
know the cause of homosexuality. She had thought it might have been abhorrent behavior,
but did not really know. She does think she was curious about it, and admrts she used to
have a stereotypical image of gay men as hair dressers or waiters.
While 4 parents in the study did not think about homosexuality very ofren prior to
having a Eay child, one parent never thought of it. In fact, she did not remember ever even
hearing about it. She said she had never read about it, had never heard anyone talk about
it, and had never heard it mentioned in the media. Thinking back on the time that
homosexuality was first introduced to her, when her child came out to her, she said "it was
all strange to me" (007). Prior to that moment, she had never thought about gays or
lesbians, or considered the possibility that they existed. On the other end of the continuum,
one parent remembered thinking homosexuality was completely normal. In contrast to
parents that were deficient in knowledge of gays and lesbians, she had known quite a bit
about homosexuality. Her opinion differed from the other participants' "because so many
of the homosexuals I met, all of the ones I have met, are just like me" (002).
Parents' Reactions
Initial Reactions
The initial reaction for 4 parents upon learning their child was gay or lesbian was
shock. One mother used the word shock three times in the first few minutes of the
interview. Surpassing her, the mother who had never remembered hearing about gays and
lesbians, used the word shock a total of seven times. A mother with two homosexual
children was more shocked when her second child came out to her, in comparison to an
older child who had come out several years earlier. This feeling was compounded when
she learned, through PFLAG, that most parents of gay children have only one gay or
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lesbian child. In addition to feeling shock, parents in this study reported feeling surprised,
devastated, unhappy, or relieved.
Denial and disbelief were also common reactions for participants in this study.
Two participants said they initially denied their child was gay, and2 reported they had not
believed their child when he or she came out to them. A father said in his interview "I kind
of denied it, I think. I didn't want to admit that it was possible" (009). When one son told
his mother he was gay, she responded with "you're kidding me" (004). Another mother,
apparently wanting verification, asked her daughter if she had seen a doctor. While 2
parents volunteered that they did not think homosexuality was something their child could
change, that did not keep them from hoping a change would occur. A mother remembered
trying to talk her son out of it, thinking he was doing something faddish. She added,
"perhaps he didn't want to go through the responsibility of having a wife and children,
which is a lot of work, a big commitment [and] dedication. I just thought maybe that was
why he was going to try homosexuality" (006). She had hoped her son would change his
mind, but even then she believed it was more "wishful thinking than anything else" (006).
The son of one participant erroneously told his parents he was bisexual, to make it easier
for them to accept. Apparently, it worked. It left hope that he would live a traditional life
and pass as normal.
Upon hearing that their child was gay or lesbian, 3 parents felt shame or guilt.
They wondered if they were to blame for their child's socially unacceptable difference. As
one father said, "every parent wants to know, were you the cause? Did you cause it?"
(001). Although one mother believed her children were gay because she had them late in
life, the more prominent reason for self-blame was the myth that mothers' dysfunctional
relationships with their sons causes homosexuality. Two mothers who did not think they
were the reason their child was gay pondered the validity of the theory. One mother stated,
"I had heard those myths about gay kids coming from dominant mothers and weak fathers
and so I started to think. well it's my fault because I am the one that's been the domrnant
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parent in this relationship" (006). Another mother said "I didn't buy into it but yet at the
same time I didn't know. [I thought], is it true I was too dominant in his life?" (008).
Similarly, one of the men in the study indicated that for a long time his wife blamed herself
for their child's sexual orientation. Another parent, a mother, remembered her husband
thinking that he had not been a strong enough role model for their son. While 4
respondents blamed themselves for the fact their child was gay or lesbian, one mother had
initially blamed her child's father.
Overall, for 7 study participants, learning they had a gay child was a troubling
experience. One father admitted that when he first learned his daughter was a lesbian it was
very difficult for him. Another father said "nobody thinks they will have a member of their
family that is gay, especially if they are taught about gay being wrong or something chosen
or bad. So when you find that out it kind of turns you upside down for a while" (00 1).
Similarly, a mother reported that having a gay child was nothing she ever expected to
happen, and nothing she would have ever chosen. Despite this, when her son disclosed to
her his sexual orientation she asked him if he wanted to see a counselor to help him with
everything he was dealing with. She said it must have been difficult for him to come out to
his parents, and she considered him brave.
In contrast to parents who were surprised and shocked when their child disclosed
the fact they were lesbian or gay, parents who had suspected were often relieved. Finally,
they unequivocally knew why their child was different, or understood why their child had
been upset. At that point they were able to discuss the matter openly with their children.
For these parents, their child's coming out process was neither traumatic, nor problematic.
Four parents in this study suspected their children were gay. As a one parent said "it was
what I suspected. I was sure he was [gay]" (002).
Due to their suspicions, 2 participants directly asked their children if they were gay.
Neither parent received a clear response. Their children said they did not know if they
were gay. However, in each case love and support was expressed with the inquiry. After
\
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asking her son if he was gay, one mother remembered that "he got very emotional. He
cried a little. I said I love you. You're my son forever. I am your mother forever.
Nothing you could do would make me change how I feel about you" (002). Only one
mother who suspected her son was gay refrained from asking him. She was told by a
friend "this is not about when you're ready to hear it, it's about when he's ready to talk
[about it]" (008).
Spouses Reactions
In addition to speaking about their personal reactions to the news their child was
gay, 3 parents also reported on their spouses responses. One participant who had
suspected, and consequently felt relief, when her son told his parents he was gay, found
that her husband was more shocked. Similarly, afather who was shocked said he thought
his wife had suspected their daughter was a lesbian. Also, a woman who did not know
very much about homosexuality was told by her husband that homosexuality had existed
for ages. In addition, three out of four respondents who referenced their spouses during
the interview indicated that as married couples they did not openly discuss their suspicions
before their child came out to them, or their child's sexual orientation after the self-
disclosure.
Parents'Fears
This study hightighted the fear parents of gays and lesbians have for their children.
Panicipants clearly expressed concern that their child would be mistreated, or harmed. For
one parent, this was the primary reason for his negative feelings regarding his child's
homosexuality. In the words of the mother of a gay son, "I was afraid for his safety. I
was afraid if people found out they would treat him [poorly]. My idea must have been that
people who are gay get picked on, beat up, laughed at, and derided" (008). The concerns
of 7 parents revolved around the negative social stigma faced by gays and lesbians, and
their acknowledgment of the reality of gay related hate crimes. Thinking about her son
frequenting gay bars, the mother who had only known her son was gay for two and one
L
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half years said "I didn't want anyone hurting him. I went through a real obsession with
that" (003). While worrying about her son's safety, another mother commented that she
wanted her son to 'Just be who he is openly like everyone else" (006).
A second fear for parents of gay sons was that they would acquire AIDS. For the
parent who had known her child was gay for the shortest amount of time, worrying her son
might get AIDS had initially caused her significant anxiety. Other parents expressed a
general concern about AIDS. One mother acted on her fears by sending her son a plethora
of AIDS related information. She also received training from the Minnesota AIDS project
to learn more about the HIV virus and its corresponding disease. Another respondent's
mother was worried. She thought not only might her grandson get AIDS, bur her daughter
might also if she stayed with him. The woman's response to her well-meaning mother was
"f'm not going to have sex with them mom, I am just going to visit" (002). Despite this
woman's sarcastic remark to her mother, she admitted that she was afraid of her son getting
AIDS, adding that she worried about all of her children. Finally, a father reported that
although he and his wife did not discuss their son's sex life with him, they did urge him to
be safe.
Lo$s of Dreams
Whether the fact that their child was gay or lesbian was a shock, or a suspected
truth, 6 parents in this study reported a sense of loss that their child would not have a
traditional life. Because of this, one mother suggested that accepting her son was gay was
"a grieving process in many ways" (008). Even the father who had suspected his son was
gay since he was a toddler had to relinquish his notion of the ideal father-son relationship.
"It would have been nice if he had been an athlete but I realized early on [that] he [did not]
want to play ball with me" (010). Another parent eloquently stated the severity of the sense
of loss with the statement "I had dreams for her. Maybe they weren't hers, but they were
mine" (007).
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In most cases, the shattered dream was purely the idea that their child would one
day get married and have a family of their own. Knowing her child would probably not
become a father was profoundly sorrowful for one parent in this study. This mother
expanded on her forgone wish for her son to be a father stating "he was such a good man
that [not having children] was such a loss for him" (008). She added, 'oone of the saddest
moments for me was watching him hold his niece, his first niece, the first grandchild of
ours, and crying [because he would never] have that experience [of being a father]" (008).
For 4 participants, however, it wasn't so much the idea that their child would not
become a parent that was upsetting, it was the knowledge that their child would not give
them grandchildren. A mother who's only son was gay stated, "I always wanted to be a
grandmother and have a daughter-in-1aw. I am still sad it probably won't happen" (003).
The word probably in this mother's statement may have reflected the fact that she had
known her son was gay for less than three years. At the same time, a very supportive
father also expressed his desire to be a grandparent saying, "I suppose to some extent
[there was] mild disappointment because certainly my wife and I are eager to be
grandparents" (010). He holds out hope, however, that his son will become a non-
traditional parent, perhaps by co-parenting with a lesbian friend. A different father was
able to release much of his disappointment that his lesbian daughter and her partner decided
not to have children. "Finally,my youngest...had a child. We now have a grandchild and
the pressure is off. we can brag about our grandchild" (009).
Parents.' Coming Out Plocess
Upon finding out their child was gay, 3 parents reported a need to process their
child's newly disclosed identity. One participant reported careful monitoring of her
comments to her child during the first stages of the acceptance process. Two mothers also
indicated they felt a need to keep this information from others, especially their friends and
extended family members. One of these mothers had known her son was gay for just a
few years. She indicated only her closest friends shared her knowledge of her son's
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homosexuality. Like the other mother, she was concerned that if her friends, family, and
acquaintances knew her child was gay, they would treat him poorly or judge him
negatively, Reflecting back in time, the second mother said, "when people like myself,
who don't know very much about homosexuality, when they have a child that comes out of
the closet, they go in. Parents go in. That's certainly what we did, We went into the
closet and we didn't want anyone to know about this" (006). The second mother had
rationalized her closeted behavior by noting that if she spoke to people about her child's
homosexuality, and her child later changed his mind, the damage would be irreversible.
Thus, it was initially exceedingly difficult for at least 3 parents interviewed to admit to
others they had a gay child. For the two that were open with family and friends, obtaining
a level of comfort that allowed them to discuss their child's sexual orientation often took an
extended period of time. In the words of one participzurt, "parents have a coming out
process too" (008).
Formation of Attitudes Toward Homosexualitlr
Societv
-
Individuals learn cultural norrns through societal institutions. Three societal
institutions, religion, the family, and mass media, emerged as significant elements in the
formation of study participants' attitudes toward gays and lesbians. The first of these to
appear was reiigion, specitically Catholicism. Atthough one Catholic participant repor-ted
that her religion did not affect her attitudes about gays and lesbians, Catholicism played a
prominent role in the formation of at least two participants' negative attitudes toward
homosexuality. Both of these parents, a father and a mother, referenced the bible. One
indicated that bible teachings refer to homosexuals as unworthy and bad. The other parent,
the mother who had learned her son was gay just two years previous, had received the
message that gays and lesbians were "really horrible people" (003) as an entire biblical city
was destroyed because of homosexual activities. As a result of their religious beliefs, each
reacted to the news of their child's homosexuality with pain and shock. However, both
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participants also noted that some changes are occurring in the Catholic church.
Specifically, they reported that the Catholic church encourages its followers to hate the sin
but not the sinner. In addition, many individual priests and nuns are voicing their support
for gays and lesbians, and ministering to all people in need, regardless of their sexual
orientation. ln contrast to the 2 Catholic participants who mentioned the effect of their
religious beliefs on the formation of their attitudes, a mother who was raised Protestant
reported that the religion she grew up with had a positive impact on her attitudes toward
gay and lesbian individuals.
Also setting a foundation for an individual's attitudes was their family of origin.
Fully half of the parents interviewed indicated their families influenced their early beliefs
about homosexuality. One participant reported that she was raised in the "old school"
(005) and grew up with the understanding that homosexuality "wasn't right" (005).
Another mother remembered the dislike her father had fbr one of his employees, a man
who had feminine characteristics and dressed in sweaters as opposed to traditional business
attire. As a final example, a father said he had a very open and tolerant family. He
remembered his father non-judmentally discussing communism with his older brother
during a time when most people reacted with fear and hatred to the subject.
The media impacted 5 participants' attitudes of gays and lesbians. One mother said
she thought gays were weird and perverted because "TV would sometimes portray them
that way" (003). Another woman stated she "was turned off by some of the in-your-face
flamers, at the St. Patrick's day parade in New York for instance, and they would be
shown on TV and it would be outrageous or outlandish behavior, and [there would be]
maybe some arrests" (004). Because of those images, she believed gays and lesbians were
bad people. Also using the word outlandish and referencing parades on television, a father
remarked that the media frequently photographed individuals who looked ridiculous, and
then gave them a gay lahel. In addition, he suggested that the media avoided reporting on
"respectable gay people," (001) and news shows depicted the "worst scenarios" (001)
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when it came to gays and lesbians. According to him, "when you're taught a certain way
and the news media depicts things, pretty soon you start almost believing it" (001).
Finally, two mothers suggested that the media encouraged stereotypes, depicting gay and
lesbian characters on television shows as similar to each other, and exaggerating
characteristics believed to be typical of gay individuals.
Personal and Environmental Influences
In addition to religion, families, and the media, participants cited several other
environmental factors that influenced their attifudes toward gays and lesbians. First and
foremost, 3 parents indicated that they grew up in isolated and sheltered cofitmunities.
Their childhood years were spent in small, rural towns in the midwest. Two parents also
added that during the epoch of their childhood there was limited awareness and acceptance
of diversity, especially when it came to gay and lesbian issues. Finally, one mother
suggested that her exposure to different types of people was restricted because she did not
attend college. In contrast, a father beiieved he was more accepting and tolerant of people's
differences, including homosexuality, because his university had a diverse student body.
Two other parents were also influenced by their education. Prior to entering young
adulthood, one parent remembered students at her high school referring to gays and
lesbians as fairies and wearing green and pink clothing on Thursdays; fairy day. Another
parent was influenced by his training in the health sciences. He was taught in graduate
school that homosexuality was a psychological illness. In contrast, a parent previously
mentioned believed the extensive post-secondary education he received prepared him to be
accepting and supportive of his gay son. In addition to educational influences, one mother
indicated that the state where she previously resided was more open and accepting of gays
and lesbians, increasing her awareness of gay issues and positively influencing her
attitudes toward gays and lesbians.
Having social relationships or aquaintanceships with gays and lesbians also
emerged as a primary factor in attitude development. Throughout the interview process, 7
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participants reported they knew very few, if any, gays or lesbians before their child came
out to them. As already noted, one mother did not know any gays or lesbians. Another
woman knew her husband had a distant relative who was a gay, but she had never met
him. A third mother admitted she didn't know a self-identified gay or lesbian individual
until she was in her middle 20's. A fourth reported that her husband went to college with a
gay man they used to make fun of, but she did not know any successful gay men until she
was older and had a friend who was the mother of a gay son. Prior to his daughter's self-
disclosure, a father knew only one other person that was openly gay, a sibling that had
come out just a few years prior to his daughter. He described knowledge of his sibling's
homosexuality as traumatic, indicating it had little influence on his overall attitudes toward
gays and lesbians,
A total of three parents interviewed had known several people who were gay or
lesbian. A father reported that he knew a lot of gay people, which positively impacted his
attitudes toward gays and lesbians. In his words, "I've always had kind of an open feeling
because I knew people that were [gay] and they were not bad people" (001). Despite his
acceptance of gays in general, he had to process the reality of having a gay son. As he
said, "when it's in your family it's different" (001). AIso having numerous relationships
with gays and lesbians was a mother who first formed friendships with lesbians just after
she completed high school. she had also worked with a gay man.
While outside influences appear to have been the primary determinants of attitudes,
5 parents also referenced the importance of internal influences on the formation of initial
attitudes of gays and lesbians, and on the facilitation of positive attitudinal changes. For
example, one parent noted that she never felt overtly prqudiced against anyone, though she
was not aware of the reason for this as her father was a racist. Another said that she was
open to others' belief systems, believing that no single religion had jurisdiction on the
truth. Also, 2 mothers reported they were used to asserting their opinions, with one adding
that she never concerned herself with what other people thought of her.
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Three of these parents also reported previous feelings of empathy for other
oppressed groups. One father remembered living in the south when black people were
beaten and murdered for no reason other than the color of their skin. He said he "never
agreed with that either" (001). Another father indicated his early supporr of the feminist
movement prepared him for his cunent involvement in the gay rights movement. And,
while her children were still young, the mother of a gay son fought to reduce negative
stigmatization of welfare recipients, stating that people who accuse mothers on welfare
assistance of abusing the system "shouldn't be making generalizations about everyone"
(002). Two out of 3 of these parents had been active in social issues prior to having a gay
child. One parent stated, "I've been an activist all my life" (002). Another reported both he
and his spouse "had been crusaders since our college days. We've been involved in one
special issue or another" (010).
Facilj_tation of Attitude ChangeE
Education and Research
By far, the primary methods of attitude change reported by study participants was
education and research. Parents received accurate knowledge by educating themselves and
conducting independent research, joining PFLAG, and talking to their children or other gay
and lesbian individuals. In total, I parents stressed the importance of obtaining correct
information about homosexuality and gay and lesbian issues.
After knowing, or in one case suspecting, that they had a gay child, 3 parents
reported reading extensively. One father made the statement, "I read a lot," (001) and a
mother said, "I did a lot of reading, a lot of research. I read every thing I could get my
hands on" (008). Another parent indicated she cut out every newspaper and magazine
article she could find on gay and lesbian topics. Parents read to uncover the cause of
homosexuality, and to better understand its implications.
One of the ways parents received information on homosexuality was through
PFLAG. PFLAG provided parents with written materials, audio-visual materials. and first
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hand reports from other parents of gay children and from gays and lesbians themselves.
Especially benefiting parents was information provided by PFLAG on the causes of
homosexuality. Specifically, PFLAG reassured parents that their children did not choose
to be gay or lesbian.
With one exception, parents interviewed for this study were either members or
active supporters of PFLAG. Two parents adamantly praised the organization and
expressed sincere appreciation for the assistance they received as members. One mother
exclaimed "PFLAG has definitely helped" (004). Out of everything that helped, "PFLAG
would be about SOTI of it" (004). Another mother indicated her first PFLAG meeting was
the "beginning of a journey forus" (006). She added, "We got to PFLAG and that really
helped. PFLAG's a wonderful group. I don't know where I'd be today if it wasn't for
PFLAG. I don't know if my marriage would have survived" (006).
The Suffering and Pain of Others
In addition to providing parents with support, PFLAG also demonstrated possible
negative consequences of not-accepting gay children. As one father said "I wish everyone
could see [what I saw from PFLAG meetings]. I saw people that were throwaways,
families would have nothing to do with them. And I saw sadness. I saw people try to
commit suicide. Some of them did. And you start rethinking real fast about who's a good
person and who isn't" (001). Whether knowledge of the pain and sadness faced by
families with gay children came from PFLAG or from other sources, a total of 5
participants relayed tragic stories of people they either knew, or had heard about. For 3 out
of 5 of these parents, one or more of the families they referenced had suffered the loss of a
gay or lesbian child as a result of suicide.
Two parents in this study also knew gay or lesbian children who had left their
tamilies and communities due to a lack of understanding and acceptance. Addition ally, Z
participants knew of families who had thrown their gay or lesbian children out of the house
as young adults, and later regretted their harsh reaction. In each case, the child was hufi so
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badly that he or she was unwilling to reconnect with the parents, even years later. Finally,
2 participants expressed incomprehension that a parent could disown one of their children.
The parent who had learned of her son's sexual orientation most recently had personally
known a mother who disowned her son, and had continued to treat him cruelly when he
was dying of AIDS. She expressed intense sadness while recounting this story, saying "it
bothered me that someone would treat a human being like that" (003).
Thus, the painful experiences faced by other families facilitated change in 5 study
participants. At the same time, parents' new found knowledge of the pain their own
children went through acted as a catalyst in the transformation process of parents' attitudes.
A total of 4 participants said they were affected by their children's' memories of the
difficulties they endured during their teenage years. The mother quoted above was relieved
her child made it through adolescence without committing suicide. A father knew his son
faced a lot of challenges during high school, but was unaware of full extent of the
harassment and ridicule his son dealt with on a daily basis. He and a female participant
coffImented on the lonely and ominous burden of their child's secret. Speakrng about her
son, the mother said "it breaks my heart now when I think about the pain he felt as a kid.
All by himself. He didn't share that with anyone. I feel bad that he didn'r feel he could
come to me. I felt close to him, but apparently not close enough for him to feel he could
share his pain" (006).
Pre-existins Factors
Three participants interviewed mentioned familial factors that assisted them in
accepting and supporting their gay child. Two of these parents were influenced by the
beliefs and opinions of family members. The mother still coming to teffns with her son's
recent disclosure was told by her sibling, a person respected in the Catholic community,
that biblical accounts of homosexuality cannot be verified as anti-gay, and may have been
written in a completely different context. Another mother reported that after her son came
out she received support from family members, which helped her considerably. Most
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significantly, her child's sibling was able to accompany her on the journey to personal
growth and acceptance for a gay ramily member. Finally, one mother conunented that
because her children's father was not present, it was easier for her to support her gay son,
and help her other children understand and accept their brother.
While the opinions and beliefs of family members helped some parents experience
an attitude change, evidence in this study suggests that the gender of the parent and the
gender of the gay or lesbian child may have also facilitated or hindered attitude change.
One mother indicated that, according to her experience in PFLAG, mothers had an easier
time changing negative attitudes of homosexuality. ln her opinion, while fathers
experienced changes, their process was slower. In addition, a parent of both a lesbian
daughter and a gay son believed that it may be easier for mothers to accept gay sons, and
for fathers to accept lesbian daughters.
Love for the Child an-d Desire to Maintain a Positive Relationship
Clearly, having a gay or lesbian child had an extreme impact on parents'
willingness and abiliry to change their attitudes about gays and lesbians. Parenrs changed
because their children were important to them, ffid they loved them. Participants wanted
desperately to maintain their parent-child relationships. Struggling with her strict Catholic
upbringing, the mother who had known her son was gay for only two and one half years
said "I love my son and I am willing to do everything it takes to keep our relationship
because I don't want to lose him" (003). In the words of another mother, "I had to find a
way to maintain a relationship with this child because there is no way I could never not
have a relationship with him, or with any of my kids" (006).
All of the parents reported having positive relationships with their children prior to
finding out that they were gay or lesbian. Although it may have been difficult ro accept the
fact that one (or more) of their children were gay, these parents' love for their children
remained unaltered. One parent said, "they were still our children and we loved them
regardless" (007). Another mother said she changed because she had "tremendous love"
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(008) for her son. A father cortmented that he would not have changed his belief that
homosexuality was a psychoiogical illness had he not had a lesbian daughter. However,
because it was his daughter's "lifestyle" (009) he "had to accept it" (009). Another father
connected his son with the word love more than five times, saying "we loved him. We
love him still" (010). He also suggested that he and his wife never doubted their love for
their son. "He was always showing very androgynous, feminine kinds of behavior, it
didn't bother us because we loved him" (010). In fact, this parent thought so highly of his
son that he considered homosexuality to be "one of his gifts...one of the things that makes
him unique and special" (010).
Like this father, three mothers reported having extremely strong emotional bonds
with their children. One mother said, "he was born and I fell in love, and I have never
fallen out of love" (002). Two mothers suggested they are the most notable women in their
ga)/ sons' lives. In their own words, "other than his partner now, I am the most signiticant
person in his life. I know that. I think I have always been too. That hasn't changed"
(004). And, "selfisttly, [I knew] I would always be the number one woman in his life. He
and I would probably always have a relationship that would be even more special" (008).
In addition to expressing their love for their children, 5 participants were quick to express
the pride they felt for their gay and lesbian children, corrrmenting on their wonderful
qualities and strengths.
Their Child's Gay and Lesbian Partners and Friends
Parents' respect and love for their children's' partners also emerged as a common
theme. All in all, 4 parents spoke about their child's partner. As with their children,
participants easily recognized positive qualities in their children's partners. A father
described his child's partner as "bright, funny, and intelligent" (009). Parents in this study
were pleased their children were in healthy, committed relationships. One mother
colrlmented that her son had found a compatible partner and seemed happier than he was
when he was single. A father noted that his child and his child's partner were "oery loving
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with each other" (009). In addition, 3 participants believed their children's' partners were
members of the family. Speaking about his daughter's partner, a father said "she's like a
daughter. We look at her as our daughter-in-law" (009). And another participant was very
touched that her son's partner was a pallbearer for the funeral of one of her dear relatives.
Meeting their children's gay and lesbian friends was also beneficial to parents in the
process of experiencing changes in their attitudes toward gays and lesbians. Parents
described their children's friends as "caring, wonderful, friendly, and very nice." In total,
half of the parents interviewed reported spending time with their children's gay friends.
One mother commented that when she wanted to have an enjoyable evening or a good
conversation, she sought out her son and his friends. Another mother noted that her
comfort level around gays and lesbians decreased after her son moved away and she didn't
have the opportunity to spend time in the company of gays and lesbians.
Effec.t of Having a Gay or Lesbian Family Menber on Attitudes
Beliefs. Awareness. and Knowled&
For all but the mother who always believed homosexuality was normal, having a
gay or lesbian child had a profound impact on participants' attitudes toward homosexuality.
Thinking back on their elroneous beliefs and misguided views of gays and lesbians, 3
participants professed their prior ignorance. At least 4 participants reported an alteration in
their belief as to the cause of homosexuality. Each of these parents now believe that
homosexuality is not a choice. After learning that homosexuality is something a person is
born with, 2 participants, both fathers, were able to verify the genetic component of sexual
orientation. One father traced it on his wife's side of the family, and the other found gays
and lesbians in his own family tree. For these parents, reinforcement in the heredity of
one's sexual orientation became proof that homosexuality is not a choice. After leaming
more about the gay and lesbian issues, both fathers also concluded that there is no logical
reason one would choose to be gay or lesbian.
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In addition to changing their beliefs as to the cause of homosexuality, 4 parents
reported being more knowledgeable about homosexuality in general. One mother said she
had become a lot smarter, but still had a lot to leam. In reference to gay issues, another
mother said she had been completely blind before she had a gay son. By the time of the
interview she had realized "that there are gay people everywhere, striving to have a decent
life like the rest of us" (006). The mother who had previously believed homosexuality was
normal indicated that the only signiticant attitude change she experienced was knowing
more gays, and knowing more about gays.
Increased knowledge led to increased acceptance. A total of 4 parents indicated
they had become more accepting of gays and lesbians. One mother noted her progression
from shock and ignorance, to acceptance of her two gay children. A father said that having
a gay son had caused him to be more knowledgeable, interested, accepting, and aware. He
also said he became appreciative of the contributions of gays and lesbians, and appreciative
of the challenges they face. Similarly, a mother noted that having a gay son caused her to
have more respect for gays and lesbians. For 3 parents, respect ancl awareness inciuded an
understanding of the oppressive nature of words. Two participants expressed dislike for
the word tolerant, preferring either acceptance or respect. The other parent indicated the
word lifestyle suggested gays and lesbians had a choice about how they lived. She said
she preferred the term sexual orientation.
Parents attitude changes also included empathy for gays and lesbians. Three
parents expressed particular empathy for gay youth. One parent said, "therels no one to
talk to and there is no way out because you can't change yourself'(001). Another parent
said she felt bad for gay kids because "it wasn't their fault and they had no choice" (007).
Thinking about adults and placing himself in the shoes of a gay man a father said "I could
not kiss a man on the lips to save your skin, and I do not think a truly gay person could
kiss a woman on the lips" (001). Similarly, a mother noted that someone who was gay
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could not choose whether or not to live the life of a gay or lesbian person; "you have to be
who you are" (004).
Responses to Religion
For 8 participants, having a gay child in some way impacted their religious lives.
One father reported that for him the bible was a guideline for how to behave, but he did not
take the quotes literally because "nobody knows who wrote that stuff'(001). In response
to those who used bible readings as arlmunition for anti-gay attitudes he said "they can
quote the bible like crazy, but they can't live the lives of loving people" (001). A different
father said that homosexuality "has nothing to do with sin and I am very unhappy with how
the church deals with it" (009). Similarly, the mother of the son who came out most
recently said, " I realize how sinful we can be by being mean to people who can't help who
they are. That is a bigger sin rhan anyrhing I rhink" (003).
Also referring to some Christian churches' views of gays and lesbians, one mother
considered shedding her identity as a Christian. Instead she openly opposed the church's
stance on homosexuality, and wrote a letter to religious leaders voicing her opinions.
When fellow church members asked her, and two other participants, how they reconciled
their faith with their acceptance of gays and lesbians they responded that God created their
children, and thus must have wanted them to be gay. Finally, one parent had been active in
his church's effort to be more accepting of gays and lesbians.
Effect on Families and Participants' Lives
Three participants indicated their child's sexual orientation resulted in attitude
changes in other family members as well. One mother noted that her daughter's husband
had come full circle as a result of having a gay mun as a relative. As a teenager, he was the
type of kid that would have harassed her son, but after marrying her daughter and learning
more about gays, he became supportive and accepting. In fact, together with her daughter,
he passed his positive opinions about gays and lesbians to his own children. Two other
participants commented on the impact having a gay brother had on their daughters. One
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daughter became a gay activist in college, and continued to vociferor"rsly asseft her opinions
about gays and lesbians in her male-dominated career. According to her mother, she told
the men she worked with "I have a gay brother. He's an awful damn nice guy. Think of
him every time you decide you are going to give somebody the boot or laugh at somebody
or ridicule somebody or harass somebody" (008).
In one way or another, 8 participants became actively supportive of gays and
lesbians after learning to accept their gay or lesbian child. One mother would not allow
coworkers or family members to tell gay jokes in her presence. Due to her strong beliefs,
she, like another mother, refused to be associated with people who were homophobic or
who made anti-gay comments. This same mother believed same-sex couples should be
allowed legally committed relationships. Sharing her beliefs, a father said that gays and
lesbians "deserve the same benefits in a community that everyone else enjoys" (010). In
his opinion, working to make changes for gays and lesbians was a necessity. "Once you
open your eyes you just can't permit the injustice to go on. Society [neerls] to change its
attitudes so that we can quit hurting people and in the process hurting ourselves" (010).
For him, this work overlapped with his professional career. The same was true for another
parent, a mother who considered educating others part of her "personal journey" (008).
Whenever possible she demystified homosexuality, corrected misguided beliefs, and
demonstrated the inaccuracy of stereotypes. Another parent gave speeches to different
corlmunity groups and said by doing so she "opens a lot of hearts to the possibilities that
they could have a gay child and would they want the world looking down on that gay
child?" (002). She also educated her other children, who were, for the most part, very
accepting of their gay brother. For example, one of her son's expressed difficulty
accepting that his gay brother had sexual relations with a man. In response to him she said
"what do you care? I don't ask how you and [your wife] do it. I would never tell you how
I do it. What do you care how [your brother] does it? That is the smallest part of [your
brother's] life. He'sabrainy guy,he's gotadecent job, he's loving, he's smart, he's fun
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to be around. What do you care?" (002). Out of all 10 participants, only two indicated
they were not social activists. One parent, the mother who knew her son was gay the
shortest amount of time, said she was not comfortable marching in the gay pride parade or
advocating for gay rights. The other parent indicated that unrelated social causes had
greater priority in his life.
Fully one half of the parents interviewed reported that having a gay child improved
their lives. One mother said her experiences with her gay son made her less judgmental
regarding a variety of issues. She said it "widened up a whole new perspective. I'm a
better person. And I wouldn't have it any other way. It's the way it is supposed to be.
It's been good. I'm more enlightened. I'm a more compassionate person; a more
understanding person. It's been a good experience" (004). Another mother was impacted
in a similar way. She stated, "I'm really grateful for what I have gained as a result of
having a gay son. I'm much more aware of all the diversity there is in the world. I think I
knew when [my son] told me he was gay that it was going to change my life dramarically.
I didn't know how, but I knew it was going to and it did. I'm not the same person. I am a
better person" (006). With some of the same sentiments a third parent stated, "I think it's
made me a better person. I accept other people and lifestyles more than I've probably done
before. Everyone can't be the same because everyone is an individual" (007). Finally, in
the words of another participant, "it's been a great education for us. Again it's been a gift.
We perceived our son as a gift to us from day one and this part has just opened our eyes to
other things (010)."
Summary
This chapter presented the findings from interviews with parents of gays and
lesbians. Interviews focused on participants attitudes of homosexuality. The first portion
of the chapter was an overview of the characteristics of the study population. Next, parents
attitudes prior to havin g a gay or lesbian child were presented, and their responses to their
children's sexual orientation were explored. The primary portion of the chapter included
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findings for each of the study's resea-rch questions. Significant themes for the first
research question included the role of societal institutions and personal factors on attitude
formation. Next, changes in attitudes were facilitated by education and research, hearing
about the suffering and pain of others, pre-existing factors, Iove for the child and the desire
to maintain a positive relationship, and having positive experiences with the partners and
friends of participant's children. For the last research question common themes included
improved awareness of gay and lesbian issues, increased knowledge of the causes and
implications of homosexuality, acceptance of gays and lesbians, assertive responses to
negative religious views, acting in support of gays and lesbians, and personal
improvements resulting from having a gay or lesbian child. The next chapter will relare rhe
findings to the literature and to the theories of cognitive dissonance, social deviance and
social construction. It will also discuss the strengths and limitations of the study, and the





Ten parents of gays and lesbians were interviewed for this study on family
members of gays and lesbians attitudes toward homosexuality. Interview questions were
designed to respond to the researcher's inquires into how attitudes of homosexuality are
formed, how these attitudes are changed in family members of gays and lesbians, and what
effect having a gay or lesbian close family member has on attitudes toward homosexuality.
Respondents in this study were well storied, and their interviews produced data that was
interesting, rich, and full of detail.
As is discussed further in this chapter, findings in this study reinforced findings
from other studies completed with parents of gays and lesbians. For example, religion
played a role in attitude development, respondents experienced attitude changes by reading
about gays and lesbians, and several respondents reported that their lives were enhanced as
a result of having a gay child. Further correlations between the literature and the f,ndings
from this study are discussed in this chapter. The chapter also relates the findings to the
theoretical frarnework, and describes the strengths and limitations of the study. The
discussion chapter concludes with the study's implications for practice, policy, and future
research.
Major.findings Compared to the Literature
Attitude Formation
Parents in this study did not expect to have gay or lesbian children. Thus, their
initial attitudes toward homosexuality were not dependent on their identities as parents of
gays and lesbians. In addition, elements that formed respondents' initial attitudes existed
prior to them becoming family members of gays and lesbians. As a result, this study
suggests mechanisms for the development of attitudes toward homosexuality.
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Studies by Cotten-Huston and Waite (2000), Herek (1988), and Kunkel and
Temple (1992) have shown that people who belong to conservative religious
denominations and attend church services regularly have a heightened risk of developing
homophobic attitudes. Studies focusing primarily on parents of gays and lesbians have
also found this to be true (Holtzen, 1993; Johnson, 1992). Similarly, religion emerged as
a colnmon theme in this study. Each parent interviewed discussed religion in response to at
least one interview question. Two parents reported that their Catholic upbringing had
impacted the formation of homophobic attitudes. And, there was some indication that
respondents with strong, traditional, religious backgrounds had more difficulty accepting
their gay or lesbian child.
In addition to religion, parents in this study were influenced by other mechanisms
of socialization. Families of origin paved the way for both positive and negative attitude
formation. In addition, schools, classmates, and education either helped or hindered
families in the process of accepting their gay or lesbian child. Also, slightly less than a
third of the parents reported that the sheltered communities of their yourh did not prepare
them for the diversity they were exposed to later in life, thwarting early development of
positive attitudes toward gays and lesbians. Finall1,, negative media portrayals of gays and
lesbians impeded the formation of positive attitudes toward homosexuality in half of the
parents interviewed.
Studies done with parents of gays and lesbians (Johnson, 1992), as well as with
college students and other members of the general population, have shown that individuals
who have social relationships with gays and lesbians are less homophobic (Cotten-Huston
& Waite,2000; D'Augelli & Rose, 1990; Pagrolun-An & Clair, 1986; proulx, 1997;
Simon, 1995; Simoni, 1996). Personally knowing gays or lesbians also emerged as a
factor of attitude development in this study. Most respondents knew few, if any, gays or
lesbians. And, the one parent who had extensive friendships with lesbians reported having
the current and prior belief that homosexuality was normal.
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Assisting in the formation of positive attitudes toward homosexuality, three
respondents reported previous feelings of empathy for other oppressed groups. This
finding agrees with findings from a study of parents of gays and lesbians done by Allen
(1999). One of the eight primary themes that emerged in Allen's (1999) qualitative
research was "...a parent's prior relationship with another person who had a notable
difference of stigma..)' (p.74). Although Allen (1999) did nor elaborare on rhe specifics
of the differences or stigma, the three respondents in this study reported agreeing with the
feminist movement, disagreeing with socialized racism, and fighting to overturn the
negative stigmatization of welfare recipients.
Parent's Reactions
Parents' reactions learning their child was gay or lesbian appeared to be a vital
component to their stories. It was, in fact, the beginning of their experiences as parents of
gays and lesbians. Learning about parents' reactions brought about a better understanding
of their initial attitudes. It also clarified some of the negative effects of homophobic
attitudes. All but one respondent reported having homophobic, ambivalent, or non-existent
attitudes toward homosexuality prior to knowing or suspecting they had a gay child. As a
result of their non-positive attitudes, many respondents reported reacting negatively or
experiencing negative feelings when their child came out to them.
Authors have noted that parents compare learning their child is gay to mourning
their child's death (Robinson et al., 1989). They grieve the death of the heterosexual child
they thought they had (Ben-Ari, 1995, Bernstein, 1990; Robinson, Walrers & Skeen,
1989), and they grieve the loss of the dreams they had for that child (Ben-Ari, 1995;
Bernstein, 1990). Although only one parent expressly suggested that accepting the fact her
son was gay was a grieving process, most parents interviewed indicated they experienced
the loss of dreams for their child. As with studies by Bernstein (1990) and Allen (1999),
parents were especially disappointed that their children would not have traditional family
lives, and would not give them grandchildren. In addition, like ntany studies on parents of
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gays and lesbians, several respondents reported feeling shock upon leaming their child was
gay or lesbian (Ben-Ari, 1995, Bernstein, 1990; Robinson, Walters & Skeen, 1989).
There were also reports of other feelings typically considered part of the grieving process,
such as denial and guilt. Thus, this study tentatively supports findings that many parents
of gays and lesbians experience grief (Ben-Ari, 1995; Greenfield, 1992; Robinson et al.,
1989).
Parents interviewed expressed concerns that their children would be stigmattzed,
discriminated against, or be victimized in a hate crime. These findings are consistent with
studies done by Ben-Ari (1995) and Bernstein (1990). Also consistent with the literature
was the fear expressed by parents of gay sons that their child would acquire the HIV virus
and get AIDS (Allen, 1999; Bernstein, 1990; Robinson et al., 1989). Many parents
interviewed for this project, as well as parents participating in studies done by Bernstein
(1990) and Cramer and Roach (1988), indicated that an extended period of time was
needed to come to terms rvith these fears, and to accept their gay child.
Factors Facilitating Change
Many respondents learned about gays and lesbians, and gay and lesbian issues, by
doing research and reading literature. This was also true in studies done by Allen (1999),
and Bernstein ( 1990). In fact, one of the parents in a study by Allen ( 1999) was quoted as
saying she read "everything I could get my hands on (p. 75)." This is similar to a parenr
interviewed for this project: "I did a lot of reading, a lot of research. I read every thing I
could get my hands on." In addition, parents across studies obtained much of their reading
materials from PFLAG, and were grateful for the support and education they received as
members of the PFLAG organization (Allen, 1999; Ben-Ari, 1995, Bernstein, 1990).
Parents did research, and joined PFLAG, in an effort to better understand their
children. They loved their children and did not want to lose them. This finding was also
obtainedby Bernstein (1990) who said "The bottomline with parents was that they loved
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their gay child, and would do whatever was necessary to maintain a relationship with him
or her" (Bernstein, 1990, p. 45).
Effect of Having a Gay or Lesbian Famillr Member
As with Bernstein's (1990) study, parents reported that they knew very little about
homosexuality prior to becoming the parent of a gay child. Bernstein (1990) atso
suggested that when parents initially learn their child is gay they blame themselves, blame
the other parent, or attribute their child's sexual orientation to psychological factors. This
study identified parents with each of these prior beliefs. At the same time, some
respondents had not known the cause of homosexuality. They wanted to know why their
child was gay, and did research or joined PFLAG to find an answer to their inquiry. In
agreement with findings from a study by Robinson et al. (1989) of primarily parenrs in
support groups, all 10 respondents indicated they currently believe their child was born
gay.
According to Sauerrnan (as cited in Greenfield, 1992) true acceptance is the final
stage in the grieving process for parents of gays and lesbians. At this stage parents become
activists for gay rights. They come to believe that homosexuality is a legitimate expression
of human sexuality, and attempt to combat the homophobia inherent in society (Greentield,
1992). In one way or another, SOVo of respondent reported actively supporting gays or
lesbians. They refused to allow people to tell gay jokes in their presence, wrote letters to
the editor of the local newspaper, gave speeches about being the parent of a gay or lesbian
person, and discontinued associations with homophobic family members and friends.
They also offered support and assistance to other parents through PFLAG. In addition,
respondents reported advocating for human rights, educating family members about gay
and lesbian issues, and working to make their schools and communities gay friendly.
Perhaps due to the fact that all parents interviewed indicated they belonged to a religion,
attending services from three times a month to every day, 80Vo of respondents also reported
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supporting the rights of gays and lesbians in their church, or needing to somehow alter
their relationship to their religion to accommodate their acceptance of their gay child.
With the possible exception of the parent who had only known her son was gay for
a few years, all respondents reported unequivocally accepting their gay or lesbian child.
This finding is in agreement with Robinson et al. (1989). In that study, despite initial
challenges,9TTo of parents reported acceptance of their child's homosexuality (Robinson et
al., 1989). In addition, like Allen (1999), this study found that many parents of gays and
lesbians claim that their experiences as the parent of a gay or lesbian has enriched their
lives. Half of the respondents indicated that having a gay child resulted in personal
improvements. They became less judgmental, more understanding, and more aware and
accepting of diversity.
Findings Relatgd to Theoretical Framework
Consistent with social construction theory, parents in this study did not seem to
question the validity of a classification system based on sexual orientation. They appeared
to accept the fact that people are either heterosexual, homosexual, or possibly bisexual. In
addition, a composite of their responses showed a recognition of all of the primary the
socialization mechanisms in the development of attitudes toward homosexuality; society,
communities, religion, education and schools, family, government, and the media. Most
respondents also accepted a label of homosexuality as deviant, believing their children are
different. However. at the time of the interview none of the parents believed their children
were bad, evil, or sick, and many reported attempting to reduce or remove the social stigma
that exists for gays and lesbians.
Findings suggest the change process for parents attitudes toward homosexuality
resulted from cognitive dissonance. Initiat attitudes of homosexuality were dissonant with
parents' attitudes about their individual children. Believing their children were more
important than their negative attitudes toward homosexuality, parents altered their attitudes.
They reduced dissonance by changing their beliefs about homosexuality. They learned that
68
homosexuality was something their children were born with, and by meeting other gays
and lesbians, they learned that gays and lesbians are good people. Parents also reduced
dissonance by discontinuing social contacts with homophobic persons, choosing instead to
socialize with family and friends that had more positive attitudes toward gays and lesbians.
In addition, dissonance reduction occurred when parents developed assertive responses to
negative religious views. Finally, parents in this study attempted to reduce cognitive
dissonance by educating others and thereby changing the myths and stereotypes
perpetuated by social institutions. Thus, the attitudes respondents developed based on
social nortns changed as the result of becoming parents of gays and lesbians.
Strengths and Limitations
Strenqths
Due to the qualitative nature of the research design, the data obtained was full, rich,
and detailed (Patton, 1987). Narratives and quotes allowed for a depth of understanding
that is not obtainable in quantitative studies (Patton, 1987; Rubin & Babbie, 1997). This
project also significantly added to the available literamre, which is primarily quantitative
and obtained through studies with college students.
This study was able to add support to other qualitative tindings done with family
members of gays and lesbians. In addition, it obtained data on elements rhat help
contribute to initial attitudes toward homosexuality. These included society, religion,
families, communities, and schools and education, and social relationships with gay and
lesbian individuals. While the impact of religion and personal relationships with gays and
lesbians has been identitied in other studies, studies exploring the impact of additional
factors on attitude formation are virtually non-existent.
Finally, the narrative format of the research design allowed parents to tell their
stories. This provided detailed information on their attitudes of homosexuality prior to
knowing they were parents of gays and lesbians, on the change process in their attitudes
toward homosexuality, and on the overall effects of having a gay child. Parents were also
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able to describe how their child's sexual orientation affected other family members, and
how the community itself had been impacted by their efforts to create positive changes for
gays and lesbians.
Limitations
A primary limitation of the study was its lack of generalizability. The study had a
small and homogeneous sample. All 10 respondents lived in Central Minnesota, and all
were parents of gays and lesbians. No siblings, adult-children, or other close family
members were located for the study. In addition, most respondents knew they had a gay
child for a relatively long period of time. Finally, each respondent reported having
affiliation with a Christian religion, most of them being Catholic, and all of them attending
church services three or more times a month.
Another primary limitation of the study was the fact that respondenrs were located
through PFLAG. A total of 807o of the respondents were members of PFLAG at the time
of the interview, or had been members in the past. The othe r 2O?o of respondents were
recruited through current PFITAG members. Thus, it is likely that study participanrs were
more accepting of their gay children and had more positive attitudes about gays and
lesbians in comparison to parents not affiliated with PFLAG or it membership. Locating
other parents of gays and lesbians willing to talk about their experiences is difficult (Allen,
1999; Greenfield, 1992). Thus, utilizing PFLAG and other supporr groups for family
members of gays and lesbians is a common limitation for studies with this population
(Allen, 1999: Ben-Ari, 1995; Holtzen & Agresti, 1990; Johnson,l99Z; Robinson et al.,
1 e89).
A final limitation of the study was the fact that most parents interviewed were
mothers, and most were parents of gay sons as opposed to parents of lesbian daughters.
Other authors have also found that more mothers participate in studies on parents of gays
and lesbians (Holtzen & Agresti, 1990; Robinson et al., l9g9). Robinson et al. (19g9)
suggested this may be because the majority of support group members are women.
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Similarly, Robinson et al. (1989) and Holtzen and Agresti (1990) had more parents of gays
sons participating in studies, as opposed to parents of lesbian daughters.
Implications.for Practice. Policy. and Research
Practice
A11 individuals experience homophobia (Walters & Hayes, 1998). Thus, results
from this study have implications for practitioners working in a wide variety of settings.
To provide the best services to clients, practitioners need to be aware of the reality and
consequences of homophobia. Practitioners should examine their own attitudes toward
gays and lesbians, and be willing and able to make positive changes. This is necessary as
gays and lesbians can be found in all practice settings, and it is imperative they receive
affirming, non-judgmental, support from service providers.
This study has special significance for practitioners working with predominantly
gay and lesbian clients. Living in a pervasively homophobic society, practitioners need to
understand that many of their gay and lesbian clients struggle with internalized
homophobia. Practitioners can provide their clients with accurate information and support
as they struggle to accept themselves. For example, gay and leshian clients can benefit
from edification on the normalcy of homosexual behaviors, and the origins and causes of
homophobic attitudes
Results of this study can also benefit practitioners working with gay and lesbian
clients who want to come out to their families. Practitioners can inform clients of the
process of attitude changes in family members, notifying them of the benefits and risks of
disclosure. Clients need to understand that having a close relationship with a gay or lesbian
individual is a very important motivating factor for improving attitudes toward gays and
lesbians. At the same time, it is important that gays and lesbians be prepared for negative
reactions from family members (Merighi & Grimes, 2000). Youth living ar home, and
other gays and lesbians who are dependent on their parents, need to be especially cautious
about disclosing their sexual orientation to family members (Merighi & Grimes, 2000). At
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the same time, all gays and lesbian clients need to be emotionally prepared for negative
responses, and be ready and willing to allow parents an extended amount of time to
understand and accept their child's new identity (Merighi & Grimes,2000). In addition,
gay and lesbian clients considering comrng out to their families should be aware of the
resources available for parents. This includes books about parents of gays and lesbians
and the existence of parent support groups, such as PFLAG.
Similarly, practitioners working with parents and other family members of gays and
lesbians need to be able to connect clients to appropriate resources (Merighi & Grimes,
2000). Practitioners can also play the role of educator with parents and family members.
In this manner, accurate information about homosexuality can be dispensed, stereotypes
dismantled, and myths explained and corrected (Merighi & Grimes, 2000). Practitioners
can also provide family members with a safe place to ask questions, and explore their
feelings. Finally, practitioners can offer hope to gays, iesbians, and family members by
informing them that, with time and effort, many families find their relationships improved
and their lives enhanced as the result of gay son or a lesbian daughter.
Policv
- Policy makers need to be aware of the heterosexism that exists in state and local
laws, as well as organizational policies. Frequently, gay and lesbian individuals, couples
and families are not considered during policy development. To validare the lives of gays
and lesbians, and legitimize their families, this needs to be changed. Policy makers can do
this by considering policy implications for non-heterosexuals, and altering policies to fully
and equally include gays and lesbians. In addition, social workers need to advocate for
gays and lesbians, just as they do other oppressed groups. This can be done by
confronting discrimination in agencies, advocating for equal rights for gays and lesbians,
and by educating people about gay and lesbian issues in personal and professional arenas.
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Future Research
Additional studies are needed to increase the knowledge base of attitudes toward
homosexuality. Future studies with parents of gays and lesbians should attempt to locate
respondents that are not affiliated with parent support groups. In addition, research
comparing mothers and father's attitudes could be very beneficial, as would comparisons
between attitudes of parents with gay sons and attitudes of parents with lesbian daughters.
Studies on family members that are not parents would also provide valuable data.
Additional studies could include the impact of non-familial social relationships with gays
and lesbians. Finally, studies on attitudes toward homosexuality should also attempt to
locate catalysts for change other than familial or social relationships with gays and lesbians.
Summary
The discussion chapter compared the major findings to the literature. It also
correlated major findings with the theoretical framework. In addition, the strengths and
limitations of the study were addressed. The chapter ended with the study's implications
for practice, policy, and future research.
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Attitudes of Homosexuality in Heterosexual Family members of
Gay Men and Lesbian Women
You are invited to be in a research study on attitudes family members of Ssy men and
lesbian women have about homosexuality. You were selected as a possible participant
becauseyou are a heterosexual, adult, closefamily member of a self-identfied goy man
or lesbian womon. We ask that you read this form and ask afiy questions you ffiay have
before agreeing to be in the study. This research is being conducted by Diane Jorgensen
in partial fuffillment of the Master of Social Work thesis requirement at Augsburg
College.
The purpose of the studv
This study is being done to learn opinions, attitudes, and beliefs that family members of
gays and lesbians have about homosexuality. It will attempt to find out not only what
these attitudes are, but what causes them. The research will attempt to determine if
having a family member that is gay or lesbian causes attitudes and beliefs of
homosexuality to change, and how these changes to take place.
What will ha during the studv
If you agree to be in this study you will be asked to participate in an audio taped
interview that will last about an hour. As a Master of Social Work student working on
my thesis, I will conduct the interview. You will be asked various questions on your
present and past opinions of gays and lesbians. After the interview is complete the audio
tapes will be transcribed by a professional transcriber and interpreted by me. If you
agree, it is possible that I may contact you sometime afterthe interview is complete if I
need clarification on any of your responses.
Possible risk of participatine in the study
It is possible that answering the interview questions and discussing your opinions about
having e gay or lesbian family member may bring up painful thoughts and memories. If
at any point you feel too uncomfortable to continue, you can stop the interview without
any consequence. If you feel mental pain or discomfort after the interview you may want
to contact a counselor of your choosing or one of the following agencies:
Central Minnesota Mental Health Center
Lutheran Social Services
Psychiatric Emergency Services




You or your insurance may be billed for counseling services.
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Possible benefits of participatilg in the study
It is possible that you will experience an enhanced sense of well being or satisfaction
from sharing your thoughts and opinions on gays and lesbians, or for contributing to
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College.
You are free to not answer any questions in the interview process.
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you have prior to, duringr or following the study. If I am unable to answer any of
your questions to your satisfaction you may also contact my thesis advisor, Maryann
Syers, at (612) 33Gl771.
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my permission for information I provide during the interview to be used for a thesis
research project.
Si gnature of Participant Date
complete address for the purpose of re-contacting you to clarify your responses
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2). I consent to be audio taped.
S ignature of Participant Date
3). I consent to the use of direct quotes from my interview.
Signature of Participant Date
If you have any questions or concerns you can reach me at:
Diane Jorgensen
Augsburg College, MSW Student
Phone: (320) 654-5467 (office of SCSU professor, Dr. Ramon Serrano)










Graduate Social Work Student
Phone Number: 320-654-5467 (office of Dr. Ramon Serrano, SCSU professor)
January 17, 2001
Dear Prospective Research Participant:
Hello, rny name is Diane Jorgensen. I am currently in my final year of a Master in
Social Work program at Augsburg College. As part of our program requirements, we must
complete a thesis, or research project, in an area of interest to us. For my thesis, I am
conducting a study on the beliefs and feelings family members of gays and lesbians have
about homosexuality. I will be interviewing a total of 8-10 people. The interviews will be
one-to-one and will be conducted by me. I expect that each interview will last about an
hour. I will be audio taping the interviews for transcription purposes. To ensure
confidentiality, the audio tapes, transcriptions, and my notes will be destroyed upon the
completion of my thesis project. After the interviews are complete, I will compare answers
to the interview questions by looking for themes and patterns, and evaluating simrlarities
and differences in individual responses. Participants will be offered a $ 15 honorarium to
compensate for their time.
To be eligible for participation in the study you must be an adult close family member
of a self-identified gay man or lesbian woman. I am looking for family members of gays
and lesbians with varying attitudes and beliefs about homosexuality. Thus, I encourage
you to speak to other heterosexual family members of gays and lesbians, both within your
tamily and in other families, about the study. I am asking all persons interested in being a
part of the study to leave their name and phone number at telephone number listed above.
Please call at your earliest convenience as I hope to have all interviews completed by the
end of February.






1. What was your initial reaction upon rinding out that (name) was a lesbian/gay?
2. What do you think caused you to react that way?
3. What was your relationship like with (name) before you found out she/he was a
lesbian/gay?
4. what did it mean ro you that (name) was a lesbian/gay?
5. What were your thoughts and opinions about homosexuality prior to finding out that
(name) is a lesbianlgay?
6. What might have caused you to have those thoughts and opinions?
7 . How have your attitudes about homosexuality changed since you found out (name) is a
lesbiar/gay?
8. what were the primary reasons those changes occurred?
9. Overall, how do you think having a close relative that is a lesbian/gay has affected your
attitudes about gays and lesbians?




How Jong have you known your son/daughter was gay/a lesbian?
Are you a member of PEI-AG?






What type of work do you do?
Religious AffiliatioU
Are pan of an organized religion?
Which one?
Importance of Religion in Participants' Lives
How many times do you attend religious services per month?
GED or less
high school graduate
2 years post high school training
college degree
Master's degree or higher
within the city limits of St. Cloud, St. Augusta, Waite Park, Sauk Rapids,
Sartell, or St. Joseph (St. Cloud Metropolitan Area)
withrn the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area
in a different city with a population of 5,000 or more
in a different city or town with a population between 1,000 and 5,000
in a rural setting with a population under 1,000
How important is your religion to you?
Augsburg College
Lindell Library
Minneapolis, MN 55454
